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Welcome. 


Hello again my little victims. I’m glad you chose to 
travel to my dark realm of fiction. Here I have pieced 
together eighteen more of my twisted tales for your 


enjoyment. Read them at your own risk. 


There are stories about ghosts, killer dogs, cannibals, 
evil genies, and things that even I don’t know what they 


are (my personal favorites). 


So please, light a blood-red candle, pour a hot 
cauldron of tea, and delve into the cold, dark place where 


my imagination thrives. 
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A Cold, Dark Tale 


The feeling in my gut told me my Aunt Julie 
shouldn’t have been standing on our front porch. 

However, I was glad to see her again. She 
was always nice to me, calling me her little tunkins 
for as long as I could remember. She played games 
with me, usually letting me win, and took me to the 
zoo and the library. 

God how I loved going to the library. I 
always found myself wandering out of the 
children’s section and sneaking into the horror 
fiction area. My favorite writers were H.P Lovecraft 
and William Hope Hodgson. I just loved ‘House on 
the Borderland’. I think I must have read that book 
a hundred times. Those creepy pig things scared the 
heck out of me. 

I pushed the front bay window curtains aside 
and leaned forward as far as I could. Looking out 
into the cold, dark night I saw my Aunt Julie 
standing on our front porch. She held a bouquet of 
wilted flowers in her hand. 

I looked over my shoulder at my mother, 
who was standing by the front door with a small 
gun in one of her hands and a bible in the other. She 
was crying and mumbling prayers to herself. 

“Mom? What’s the matter?” I asked, even 
though I already knew what the problem was. 

She turned to me, tears streaking down her 
round face. “Sh...she shouldn’t be here,” she 
muttered between sobs. “She just shouldn’t.” 

“Why not?” I asked. “Don’t you love Aunt 
Julie anymore?” 


Her face twisted in disbelief. “Your Aunt 
Julie is dead,” she cried. “She died three days ago. 
You know that. We were at her funeral.” 

It was true. I knew my Aunt Julie was dead. 
I remember seeing the coffin, all shiny and 
polished, propped up on a thick, wooden stand with 
flowers on both sides of it. 

The heavy pounding on the front door made 
me and my mom jump. 

“Aunt Julie wants in.” 

“G...go away,” she screamed at the door 
while waving her gun back and forth. She was 
trying to hold it steady, but was having trouble 
doing so. “If...1f you don’t go away I swear 
Pu...Pi...” 

I looked back out the front window as Aunt 
Julie slammed her head into the door. When she 
pulled it back off there were jagged chunks of wood 
stuck in her face. Trickles of black blood streamed 
down the front of her dress, the same one she had 
been wearing at her funeral. She didn’t speak, I 
suspected it was due to her mouth being sewn shut, 
and her overall expression was blank. There wasn’t 
even a trace of fear, love, or anything remotely 
human, only an empty shell unsure just why it was 
still moving. 

When I first found the book I had no idea 
just what it was capable of, or even what it was. It 
was right before Aunt Julie’s funeral service, behind 
the parlor building. I was taking a break from the 
funeral, and walked behind the building, 
immediately noticing a slim, black figure scurrying 
away under some nearby bushes. It was small, no 
bigger than a dog, but was shaped like a person. It 
saw me and quickly dropped what it was holding 
into a small hole it had been digging. My curiosity 
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got the better of me and I dug up the item it had 
dropped. 

To my surprise it was a book! 

Jet- black with no lettering on its front, the 
book was really strange looking. I plopped down 
right then and there and began reading it, and within 
a few minutes I was hooked. It was strangely 
addictive, and before I knew it I had read the entire 
thing. My favorite part was a section titled 


HEREIN LIES THE ETERNAL GOODBYE 


It contained some sort of weird spell for 
funerals. You were supposed to recite some words 
at the side of an open grave, or anywhere near a 
corpse. They could only be said by someone who 
knew and loved the departed. It was supposed to 
give the dead person a clear path to the afterlife. 

I took the book with me back into the 
funeral parlor, hiding it from my mother. I found 
myself constantly thinking about the words to the 
HEREIN part of the book, and before I knew it I was 
whispering them under my breath, even when Aunt 
Julie was being lowered into her grave. 

The gunshot made me jump back from the 
window. It was immediately followed by screams, 
my mother’s, and thick, unearthly groans, my Aunt 
Julie’s. I fell to the floor and looked over toward the 
front door just as Aunt Julie’s chalk-white hands 
crashed through the door and gripped my mom by 
the neck. With one swift motion they tore out her 
throat, spilling gore in every direction. I watched 
the gun and bible, slick with blood, fall to the floor. 

I ran over to the door, and picking the gun 
up, raised it straight up into the leering face of my 
dead aunt. She didn’t even flinch as I pulled the 


trigger and blew her head clean off. I then watched 
her body, sprayed with rotten blood, collapse on the 
front porch in a steaming pile of decayed flesh. 

My mother’s corpse was sprawled out next 
to me, lifeless and cold. Part of me was sickened by 
the horrible mess; the smell of death, the loss of 
loved ones, but another part was fascinated by it as 
well. 

A crooked smile slid across my face when 
the possibilities of my newfound abilities came to 
mind. I looked over at my mother’s blood-soaked 
face, and standing up on weak legs, began to recite 
the words from the book. 


DO YOU WANT TO KNOW 
WHAT LOVE IS? 


“Do you want to know what love is?” she 
asked, a tear welling up in her eye. 

Pat raised his head and looked at his wife, a 
glimmer of past recognition flashing across his 
weary face. He was angry with himself for still 
loving her. 

Jennifer slipped the wedding band off her 
finger and smiled at her future ex-husband. She set 
the small, diamond-encrusted ring down on the 
car’s console. “I'll show you,” she added with the 
same conviction of someone swatting a fly. And 
then she opened the door and stepped out into the 
cool September rain, walking away, never once 
looking back. 

Pat didn’t look at life the same way again 
after that fateful night. He viewed the world through 
a two-way mirror; others could see into his heart 
and soul, but he couldn’t see into theirs. 

Or perhaps he simply didn’t want to. 

Either way Pat felt isolated from everyone 
else; a feeling no doubt brought on by his failed 
marriage and the haunting images in his mind of 
that night in the car. 


* * * 


The evening was brisk; a chilly breeze 
washed over the landscape, bringing with it a 
promise of colder days ahead. Pat set his cup of 
lukewarm coffee down and glanced over at the 
tattered lighthouse calendar suspended above his 
cluttered desk. A dull yellow glow from an 


undersized lamp illuminated the days of the month. 
His bloodshot eyes fastened onto the last day to be 
marked off: 30. August 30". Today was the 31%. 
The last day of August, which invariably meant that 
the following day would start the month of 
September. 

The painful memories immediately began to 
creep into Pat’s aching head, each and every one 
vying for prominence. And they all shared one 
common thing: 

Jennifer. 

Do you want to know what love is? 

The words stung like hot needles, deep and 
penetrating, pushing aside flesh and bone in their 
quest to reach Pat’s soul. Jennifer had said those 
fateful words on that September night; a question 
spoken without wanting an answer; a heartless 
phrase seeking no compassion. 

Taking a reluctant sip of his coffee Pat 
swung his gaze over to the window. It was a small, 
rectangular thing, literally frozen shut by long 
periods of disuse, but still offered a faint glimmer of 
hope, one of other people, each harboring their own 
dreams, and in some cases, their own private 
nightmares. 

Pat took a deep breath. And then another. 
Numerous thoughts floated through his mind, most 
of which were irrelevant, each one taking center 
stage for a brief moment, spilling its contents, and 
then slipping back into obscurity, never to be 
pondered again. 

“Do you want to know what love is?” 

With a sharp jerk of his neck Pat scanned 
the room, inspecting every shadow, every corner, 
every nook and cranny for any sign of movement, 
for any explanation he could latch onto. 


6 


For the words weren’t in his imagination. 
Not this time. This time he heard them as clear as 
day. Someone...or something had spoken them to 
him. Somebody in the room. 

“Who’s there?” Pat called out quietly. He 
was afraid his voice would actually stir whatever 
might be in the room. “I’m armed,” he lied as he 
glanced around for something that would serve as a 
weapon. Only a thin pencil, dulled by countless 
scribbling, caught his eye. He snatched it from the 
edge of the desk. 

Relief swept over Pat when he concluded 
that he was indeed alone. No ghosts. Just one 
lonely, remorseful man passing away his remaining 
days in his self-imposed 1100 square foot prison. 

With a twinge of reluctance fueled by fear 
Pat tossed his pencil sword back onto the desk. It 
rolled to a stop next to a small, semi-automatic 
pistol, which, he frequently lied to himself, was for 
self-defense. 

He had pressed the barrel of that gun to the 
side of his head virtually every day for the past 
year. How he had escaped death was beyond him; 
the sheer luck was mind-boggling. On occasion he 
entertained the notion that something else had a 
hand in his good luck, perhaps something that 
wanted to wait for the right time, and thus, wanted 
him around for it as well. 

Pat let his gaze linger on the gun for a 
moment, perhaps two. The dutiful aspect of his 
personality began its instructions: pick up the 
weapon, place the barrel against your head, count to 
three, pull the trigger. It reasoned that it was what 
he needed to do to make amends. It was a price he 
had to pay. 


But Pat’s instinct to survive battled back. It 
wanted him to live, to breathe, to move on with his 
life, to put the past and all it contained behind him. 
He couldn’t change the past, and to suffer for it was 
foolish. 

“Do you want to know what love is?” 

The words sliced through the shadows and 
settled over Pat like a cold wet blanket. He swung 
back around, this time with the gun in his shaking 
hand. 

““W...who’s there?” 

No response. 

“T told you I was armed.” A trace of courage 
tingled his body. He had a real weapon this time. He 
wanted to save it for the duty he had to perform but 
if push came to shove he’d use it sooner. 

A sudden flashback jolted Pat’s thoughts, 
offering the faint possibility of an explanation for 
the frightening situation he found himself in. 

Jennifer. 

He’d stolen the life from her on that cool 
September night the previous year; September 1* to 
be exact. Midnight on September 1“. 

He looked at the clock suspended on the 
wall near his desk. It was 11:59 p.m. Only one 
minute to go. One more minute until September. 
And, he feared, one more minute until Jennifer 
came home. 

The skeletal hand groped for purchase as it 
emerged from the shadows. Pat could still see the 
golden wedding band on its ring finger; the 
diamonds sparkled in the light of the lamp. He 
remembered slipping it back onto Jennifer’s stiff, 
lifeless finger. 

And then, inevitably, a face followed the 
hand out of the darkness. 


It was gaunt, partially withered, and mostly 
ruined by time, but it still retained an unnatural 
ferocity, one fueled by the age-old human appetite 
for blood. 

Pat took a step back, the gun tumbling to the 
floor. His courage had fled in the face, in the 
bloodless, glaring face of his wife. It dribbled out of 
his body like water from a faucet. 

“Do you want to know what love is?” the 
trembling form of Jennifer hissed. “Well, Pll show 
you.” 

And with those profound words threading 
their way through Pat’s mind the corpse lurched 
forward and snatched the gun from the floor, 
slamming the barrel against his head and sending 
him spiraling into the darkness. 
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EVOLUTION 


The young couple stumbled out the door, 
through the pool area, and onto the beach. They 
hung on each other, groping and pawing, hormones 
raging throughout their bodies. 

“I’m not going in there,” the young man 
flatly stated when the girl began tugging him 
towards the water. 

“Oh come on you big baby,” she teased. 
“Tt’ll be fun. Besides, you’d be surprised what you 
might find in the ocean.” And with those words she 
seductively unfastened her bathing suit top and let it 
fall to the sand. 

The young man’s desire for her was quickly 
overruled by his fear of the water. He fell to the 
ground, refusing to go any further. “No can do 
sweetheart,” he said. “Let’s just have fun out here 
on the beach.” 

The girl’s annoyance was suspended when 
she looked into his eyes. She could tell that he was 
genuinely frightened. She sat down next to him. 
“Why are you scared of the water?” 

“T was attacked by a shark when I was a kid. 
They caught it too; a nine-foot Bull Shark. Got a 
scar to prove it.” He pulled up his shorts to reveal a 
jagged, pink wound. 

“God, that’s terrible.” 

“Since then it’s been hard for me to go in the 
water, especially at night.” 

The girl suddenly jumped up and began to 
dart away from him. “Fine then, but you still have 
to catch me then.” 

The man also stood up and began to chase 
after her. 


11 


A few hundred yards away a small group of 
teenagers gathered on the balcony of their hotel 
room. They were drinking heavily while waiting for 
other friends to join their party. One of them noticed 
two people stumbling along the beach. 

“Hey guys,” he laughed to his buddies. 
“Check out those idiots down there.” He pointed to 
the figures on the beach. The others with him 
quickly stopped and looked. They all saw the two 
people chasing each other. But they also noticed a 
black shadow gyrating behind the two, 
approximately a hundred feet back. 

Normally it could have been passed off as 
possibly a piece of driftwood or debris, but this 
shadow moved. And it moved like something that 
was alive. 

The young pair was oblivious to the danger 
they were in. They simply continued on their way, 
stumbling into each other before falling to the 
ground in a fit of drunken passion. 

It happened rapidly after that. The shadow 
was upon the couple in a flash, slithering forward 
wildly and smothering them in an instant. A few 
muffled screams drifted up into the clear night, and 
then all on the beach was silent except for the 
rolling waters. By the time the teenagers from the 
hotel reached the spot there was nothing left except 
a trail of blood leading straight to the water, some 
shredded clothing, and a sad reminder of two young 
lives snuffed out in their prime. 

The newspapers immediately pounced on 
the tragedy. 


SEA SERPENT DEVOURS KIDS! 


YOUNG COUPLE DRAGGED TO WATERY 
DEATH! 
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The police department was quick to act. Due 
to the unusual and graphic nature of the murders a 
special force led by Detective Tom Phillar 
investigated the case. Teams of marine biologists 
and researchers were also involved, and together, 
they were to determine what type of animal was 
capable of such a brutal attack. 

But after two weeks passed with no leads the 
Oceanographic Research Institute was brought in, 
much to the dislike of Detective Phillar. 


* * * 


Tom noticed the small, slender woman. She 
wore her thick black hair in a tight bun, and he 
suspected the figure underneath the stereotypical 
white lab coat was quite attractive. 

“Hello,” she said, noticing Tom staring at 
her. “Are you Dectective Phillar?” 

Tom felt foolish for his behavior. “Yes, I’m 
Detective Phillar. But you can call me Tom.” 

“T’m Dr. Amy Tensh. I understand we’ll be 
working together on the beach murder case.” 

Tom, struggling for words replied, “And 
who exactly are you?” 

“Oh, I’m sorry. I work for the 
Oceanographic Research Institute. We’re to assist 
your department in the case.” 

Tom couldn’t help his irritation showing 
through. “TI see. I trust you’ve been briefed in the 
case?” 

“Yes I have,” Amy replied quickly. 

“Do you have any ideas yet Dr. Tensh, I 
mean Amy.” His annoyance was gradually being 
replaced by the animal magnetism between a man 
and a woman. 

“Quite frankly, not yet. However, if I had to 
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guess, off the record of course, I would have to say 
some type of crocodile.” 

Tom couldn’t help himself and laughed out 
loud. “I think it’s safe to say it wasn’t a crocodile.” 
He didn’t like to dispute such an attractive and 
obviously well educated woman, but he’d been 
around the block enough times to know better. 

“Obviously,” Amy shot back, annoyed with 
Tom’s attitude. She was already finding it difficult 
to like him, on either a professional or personal 
level. Without saying another word she turned her 
back on him and began talking with her colleagues. 
“T’ll keep in touch Detective Phillar,” she added 
without so much as turning around. 

Tom shook his head in disgust and lit his 
first cigarette of the day. “Women,” he mumbled. 
“Women.” 


* * * 


Several days passed and Amy and her team 
were working at a feverish pace; fifteen hours days 
slid into one another. She was frustrated. Despite all 
the hard work they only had a few possible leads, 
very little in the way of evidence, and more 
headaches than they could count. All theories 
seemed to funnel to dead ends. There simply was no 
known species of animal that would be capable of 
such an attack. 

Rubbing her head Amy waved an empty 
goodnight to the last of her weary assistants. “See 
you in the morning Jerry,” she sighed. Jerry waved 
back. 

Her concentration was broken by a knock on 
the door. It was Tom. He wore an impatient but 
glad- to- see- her expression. 

“Doctor Tensh, I mean Amy, good to see 
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you again.” 

Despite her annoyance at being interrupted 
at such a late hour she politely invited him in. 

Tom didn’t waste any time. “So, have you 
made any progress yet?” 

Amy adjusted her lab coat. “To be honest 
detective...I mean Tom, no, not really. I’ve already 
consulted with the Marine Institute, the Scripps 
Institution of Oceanography, and the University of 
Miami Marine Laboratory. There just isn’t any type 
of animal capable of such an attack, much less those 
tracks. 

Tom leaned in close, too close for Amy’s 
comfort. His interest in the case, obviously due to 
Amy, was increasing. “Well then,” he whispered. 
““What’s your unofficial opinion then?” 

Amy took a step back. “Between you and 
me, I would have to say possibly some form of 
Carcharodon Carcharias, or a close relative.” 

“ English please.” 

“A Great White shark.” 

Tom didn’t know whether or not to laugh. 
“You’re pulling my leg right? You’re trying to tell 
me that a shark, a Great White no less, grew legs, 
walked onto a beach and ate two kids?” he always 
had an interest in evolution but this was pushing it. 

“T’m not saying anything right now Tom, 
but there have been unexplained cases in the past.” 

“Of what? Fish jogging around chasing 
people?” 

“Of course not. However, off the southern 
coast of Africa four years ago a tiger shark was 
captured approximately half a mile off shore.” 

“So.” 

“Tt was pregnant. The embryos were 
discovered to have had strange growths on their 
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undersides, almost like tiny legs. And six months 
ago in Australia a decayed carcass later identified as 
a stingray was discovered nearly five hundred yards 
inland. Nobody knows how it got there, but it can 
be a dangerous creature. Someone could have been 
seriously hurt. Evolution is a strange and wonderful 
concept if you really think about it. It is the product 
of two naturally opposing forces: one that 
introduces new variations and one that makes 
variants more common or rare.” 

Tom was getting a headache. “Listen, I 
don’t know anything about sharks or stingrays, or 
too much about evolution for that matter, but I think 
it’s safe to say that that isn’t our answer. I trust 
you’ ll come up with some better theories.” 

Amy watched him turn and leave the room 
without another word. “Men,” she moaned. “Men.” 


* * * 


The sun was sinking fast in the cooling 
evening. Throngs of young partygoers were already 
setting their nighttime plans in motion, as older, 
more mature people were settling down for the 
night. 

Amy pulled up to her apartment. The place 
was dark and empty as she flipped a light switch on, 
splashing the room with life. A small part of her 
ached to just once in her life to be able to come 
home to the sound of another person. Or the 
laughter of children. Or just some plain, old- 
fashioned company once in a while. She chose her 
path in life, the clinical, sterile, scientific path, 
because she always harbored a deep need to 
understand things and how they worked. To her 
there was nothing worse than a mystery, something 
that wouldn’t be explained or proven. And she often 
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felt that the price she paid for pursuing her career 
was the absence of any real connection with another 
person. 

Tossing her jacket to the couch she wearily 
sauntered over to the balcony window and gazed 
out at the pending evening settling over the city. 

“What are you?” she blurted out before she 
could stop herself. “And where did you go?” 

A stray thought flitted into her tired mind. 
She thought of Tom, and for the first time not in the 
sense of a co-worker, or a detective, or even a 
hindrance to the investigation with his stubbornness 
and tunnel vision, but as a man. The one piece in 
the complex and lonely puzzle that was her life that 
was always missing. He drove her crazy, with his 
obnoxious ways and callus attitude, but in an odd 
way those same traits also interested her greatly. 
Plus, he was quite handsome. 

She thought about calling him, but that 
might jeopardize their professional relationship, not 
to mention their commitment to the families of the 
missing teenagers. 

But the nagging voice inside of her head 
wouldn’t be denied. She was a woman after all, 
even before she was a scientist, and that meant she 
had needs that should be addressed. 

She walked over to the telephone resting on 
its base next to the couch. And with one swift 
motion, picked up the receiver and began to dial. 


* * * 


Tom was a little late arriving at the 
restaurant. He was caught off guard by the call from 
Amy and struggled to get his stuff together when 
she suggested meeting him for dinner. He wasn’t 
used to such forwardness from a woman. But far be 
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it from him to reject such an offer from an attractive 
lady like Amy. 

“Tom! Good to see you again,” Amy called 
out when she noticed him walking into the 
restaurant. 

Tom waved back and quickly took his seat 
opposite Amy. 

“We’re here strictly personally right?” he 
joked, a warm smile sliding onto his face. 

Amy blushed. “Of course,” she replied with 
an equally bright grin. “No work talk tonight. Just 
two people getting together for dinner.” 

“Sounds good to me.” 

“Me too.” 

The evening wore on with Tom and Amy 
discussing their likes and dislikes, their childhoods, 
their friends and family. Surprisingly, they both 
discovered that they had quite a few things in 
common. 

Tom felt a connection forming between the 
two of them that hadn’t had a chance to grow during 
the stressful situations of the case. And he allowed 
that connection to continue to form, enjoying it as 
much as he could. 

“Thank you for a wonderful night,” Amy 
cooed. “I really enjoyed myself tonight.” 

“T did too,” Tom answered softly. 

And with a move dictated by animal 
magnetism Tom leaned in for a goodnight kiss. 

Amy responded with a gentle arching of her 
neck to one side to allow Tom access to her lips. 


* * * 


Tom shielded his eyes from the sun, and 
began to stroll down the white quartz sand on the 
beach towards the scene of the crime; the 
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undeniable possibility that he might be getting too 
old for the force weighing heavily on his mind. The 
previous night he’d spent with Amy was trying to 
dominate his thoughts, but he pushed them aside. 
Today was a new day and that meant back to 
business. There was a crime to solve. 

And then something caught his eye. 

It was small, nestled in the sand, and glinted 
sharply in the sunshine. Tom walked over to it and 
scooped it up in his hand. His eyes grew wide when 
he saw what he was holding. 

It was a shark’s tooth! 

How they could have missed such a 
potentially important piece of evidence was beyond 
him, but he knew what he was going to do with it. 
He was going to take it straight to Amy. 

“Yes, is Dr. Tensh in please? This is 
Detective Phillar.” 

“Hello, this is Dr. Tensh speaking.” 

“Yeah Amy, this is Tom. I wanna bring 
something over to you right away. I might be 
connected with the case.” 

Amy was surprised to hear from Tom so 
soon and struggled to come up with words. “Hello 
Tom. I really had a good time last ni...” 

“T know...I know, so did I, but this is 
something that might be really important.” 

Amy’s face took on a sullen look. She 
quickly reverted back to her clinical, sterile ways. 

“Tom, what is it?” 

Tom sighed into the phone. “It’s...it’s a 
tooth. Some type of shark’s tooth. And I found it 
right where those kids went missing on the beach.” 

Amy straightened up. “Bring it to the lab. 
Pll be here all day.” 

Tom was excited about his discovery, 
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feeling it might be just the break he needed for the 
case. Without delay he drove over to the 
Oceanographic Research Institute and literally ran 
up to Amy’s lab department. 

“Here it is,” he declared proudly as he 
presented the tooth to Amy. 

“We don’t know what it is from yet,” Amy 
stated, tempering Tom’s enthusiasm. “But it’s quite 
possible it’s from a shark, perhaps a Caracharodon 
Car...” 

“A Great White?” 

“Yes, a Great White.” 

Amy set the tooth down on a nearby table 
and looked at Tom. Her heart ached in her chest to 
really open up to him and release all the years of 
pent-up emotional frustration within her, but she 
forced herself to suppress the urge. There were far 
more important things to worry about right now 
besides her feelings. 


* * * 


The two boys slipped off their school 
clothes and wriggled into their swimming trunks. A 
full day of classes, coupled with eighty-five degree 
heat, had them both anxious to take a swim. 

The sand leading up to the water was 
cluttered with various refuse. Driftwood, strings of 
soggy seaweed, residual papers and crushed beer 
cans littered the beach. Despite the nuisance it 
proved for bathers the debris offered perfect 
camouflage for the venomous snails. Each 
possessed a virulent toxin, potent enough to kill a 
grown man. The creatures were learning to adapt to 
their new environment fairly quickly, and with it the 
new opportunities for prey. 

The snail’s tiny radula blindly waved up out 
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of their shells, mindlessly searching for something, 
anything to inject. Mice, birds, insects, anything 
that came close enough to be stabbed by their darts 
was a potential meal. Humans would be far too 
large to eat though, but an exposed foot would not 
be immune to an instinct-triggered attack. 

The younger boy screamed as the dart shot 
into his flesh with blinding speed. He had been 
stung by a Textile Cone Shell, one quite capable of 
causing paralysis, and even death. The other boy 
barely managed to get him to the hospital in time. 


* * * 


Tom ordered another drink. Nearly a month 
had gone by without any solid leads; his instincts 
were running on empty, as was his patience. He was 
starting to entertain the notion of chucking it all, 
grabbing whatever cash he had and heading to 
another part of the world, somewhere where there 
weren’t unsolved killings. But the image of Amy 
usually pulled him back to reality. He took a sip of 
his drink, swishing the sour liquid around in his 
mouth. It was just another bad habit he needed to 
give up. An orange, setting sun peeked into the bar 
through a grimy set of small windows on the far 
wall, something the owner had regretted installing. 

“Hey buddy, you want another one?” the 
bartender asked while wiping out a glass, his round, 
friendly face coated with a smooth layer of sweat. 
He was used to hearing people’s problems, and 
considered it a part of his job to listen to them. 

“What do you think of sharks growing legs 
and eating people?” Tom asked, all too aware that 
the alcohol was doing the talking. 

The bartender looked sharply at him. “TI 
think you’ve had one too many.” 
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“No seriously. Those two kids killed on the 
beach a month ago...a shark ate them.” 

The bartender was silent for a minute. Tom 
tried to gauge his reaction, but could hardly see 
straight. Pulling a small, worn stool up to the bar the 
bartender seated himself quietly. Leaning in he 
stared at Tom before whispering in a hushed tone, 
“You know what I think. I think one day it might 
just be possible. Who’s to say that it couldn’t 
happen? Billions of years ago single-celled 
organisms dominated the entire planet. Then multi- 
cellular animals appeared and diversified rapidly. 

I mean if we all evolved from single-celled 
organisms then why couldn’t other branches of life, 
such as sharks, might, over time, evolve to a higher 
form as well?” 

Tom nodded in agreement, his head swaying 
back and forth slightly. 

The bartender continued. “I think there came 
a time when those single-celled organisms slithered 
out of the water onto dry land. Granted, it didn’t 
happen overnight, but it did happen.” His face 
tightened and he adjusted his seat. “Maybe some 
animals in the sea have learned, for lack of a better 
word, that there’s better hunting here on land. Pretty 
scary when you realize that ninety-five percent of 
all life on Earth lives in the water.” He leaned in 
close to Tom. “Lot of nasty things in the sea ya 
know. Not just sharks, but barracudas, jellyfish, 
giant squid.” 

Tom head swam with the frightening 
possibilities. Terrible images of people being 
attacked by a variety of ocean-dwelling creatures 
filled his foggy head. 

His cell phone interrupted his train of 
thought. 
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“Tom, this is Amy. You’re not going to 
believe this, but you have to head down to Point 
Warren right away.” 

“Amy? W...what’s the matter?” 

“There’s a situation going on down here. 
Suffice to say that it’s unusual. But you have to 
hurry.” 

Tom was confused. His heart wanted to 
blindly follow what Amy was saying but his head 
needed more information. 

“Amy, you have to tell me what’s the 
matter.” 

“Tom, our fears were correct. The thing that 
probably attacked those kids; I think it’s here!” 

Tom sprinted towards his car, his phone 
wedged up against his ear. 

“Amy, I’m on my way.” 


* * * 


A tall, well-dressed handsome man greeted 
Tom as he exited his vehicle. Tom wasn’t sure if he 
was a member of the force or an acquaintance of the 
victim. Either way he decided to play it cool. 

“Detective Phillar?” 

“Yes, I’m Phillar. Now where’s it at?” 

Annoyed at Tom’s brevity the man gestured 
to a large beachfront house approximately a 
thousand yards down the beach. Tom could see the 
outline of it in the advancing dusk. He also could 
see many people milling around the structure, and 
bright yellow crime scene tape cordoning off the 
area. 

“I’m Ben Olvery from the Institute up in 
Miami. I work with Dr. Tensh” 

Tom nodded as he made his way along. “So 
you know Amy?” He tried to sound professionally 
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distanced. 

“Why yes. I’ve been on her staff for the 
better part of two years now.” 

Tom felt a tinge of jealousy well up inside 
of him, but suppressed it. 

“So Ben what have we got?” 

“The homeowner says it attacked his house, 
slamming up against the front bay window while he 
was working at his desk. The guy’s a writer of some 
sort and was trying to finish a zombie novel.” 

Tom let an amused grin show. “Zombies?” 

“That’s right. Anyway, the poor guy’s dog 
ran outside barking up a storm and was instantly 
killed. Personally I think it’s a prank of some sort. I 
mean how could a shark do that?” 

Tom stopped in mid-stride. “Did you say a 
shark?” 

“Why yes, or at least that’s what I’ve been 
told so far. I haven’t seen it yet though.” 

Tom resisted the urge to throw up. “I 
wouldn’t be so sure of your prank theory though 
Ben. From what I’ve heard lately, nothing’s 
impossible.” 

The two men made their way towards the 
house. Tom’ s mind was straying in all directions, 
and none of them were good. 

As they were approaching the home Tom 
noticed a large, dark shadow off to the side of the 
building that was surrounded by several people 
talking excitingly. He recognized one of the voices 
as Amy’s. With each step closer his fears slipped 
across the threshold between nightmare and reality. 

The huge, gleaming dorsal fin jutted straight 
up from the great white’s back, covered in slick, 
bloody water. The creature’s head grotesquely 
displayed its interior, courtesy of the homeowner’s 
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gunshot, and its mouth hung open, spilling gore- 
stained bits a dog and its own residual brain matter. 
Tom walked up to it slowly, almost as if he were 
afraid it could still attack him. He was face to face 
with the impossibility haunting his dreams, and he 
found himself struggling to accept it. 

“Tom?” Amy said as she excused herself 
from the other people nearby. “I’m glad you could 
make it. I believe that this creature might be the one 
responsible for...” 

The scream cut through the moist Florida air 
like a fire alarm. It came from down the beach, a 
few hundreds yards away. It was a woman’s voice. 

“My God! Help me! Help me!” 

Tom immediately took off for the woman, 
pulling his gun out as he ran. Olvery and a few of 
the other men followed. 

When they reached the woman they found 
her cowering up against a tree. Her blouse had been 
torn and streaks of blood trickled down her face and 
arms. At first Tom thought she might have been the 
victim of an attempted rape or robbery but then he 
noticed the rutted trails slicked with seaweed and 
bits of what appeared to be pieces of some kind of 
tissue. 

And the trails led away from the woman and 
straight into the water. 

“Are you okay miss?” 

The young lady was in shock and could only 
nod her head erratically. 

Tom and Olvery helped her to her feet. The 
woman’s eyes reflected the horror she’d seen, but 
still refused to believe any of it. In her mind what 
had attacked her simply could not have been real. 

Amy came running along the beach. She 
scooted right up to Tom and took the woman’s arm. 
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“Tt’s all right honey,” she consoled. “We’ll get you 
to a hospital right away.” 

Tom stood there, flanked by Olvery and two 
other men. He sauntered along the strange trails in 
the sand looking for any clues as to what might 
have caused them. And when he found the barbed 
stinger, courtesy of a large sized stingray, 
embedded in the sand, slick with blood, he knew in 
his gut he’d uncovered what might have attacked 
the poor woman. 

Amy looked back at Tom as she ushered the 
injured lady along. Tom scooped up the stinger in 
his hand and held it up for her to see. The shock on 
her face was matched only by her fear. 

Olvery stepped up behind Tom, an 
expression of disbelief across his chiseled face. “Is 
that what I think it is?” 

Tom sighed deeply. “Yeah, I’m afraid it is.” 

“What does it all mean? How will people 
ever be able to go swimming again?” 

Tom let a smile escape. “I for one am never 
going to go swimming again.” 

Olvery nodded. “I still can’t believe that 
sharks are attacking people like this.” 

“And that’s not all,” Tom added. 

“Excuse me?” 

“That’s not all. It isn’t just sharks. 
Barracudas, jellyfish, giant squid, you name it. 
They’re evolving, and much faster than anyone 
realizes. Much, much faster.” He glanced down at 
the bizarre trails leading into the water. 

Olvery didn’t say another word. 

Tom whirled around and threw the stinger 
back into the ocean. It landed in the water with a 
splash, and disappeared beneath the waves. 

“Much, much faster,” he repeated as he 
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turned and headed away from the beach. His mind 
was torn between the dangerous future mankind 
faced and what the going price for land was in 
Colorado, or Utah, or Kansas, or anywhere inland, 
far away from the ocean. 


* * * 


Jenny and Melissa giggled while playing 
with their dog on the beach. Their parents watched 
them from nearby lawn chairs, occasionally 
glancing past them towards the vast rolling waters 
of the Mediterranean. They didn’t notice the small, 
ugly fish slowly waddling towards the bare feet of 
the children, its sharp array of dorsal fins erect. The 
Stonefish’s reputation as one of the world’s most 
virulent animals was well deserved. Its venom could 
arrest a man’s heart in minutes. 

The fish moved closer to the children with 
silent determination. Humans weren’t normally on 
its diet, but it was desperate. It hadn’t eaten in days. 

The girls continued to play, unaware of the 
well-camouflaged fish now just inches away from 
them. They played and played and played, tossing a 
volleyball back and forth, enjoying the sunshine and 
the warm breeze in their hair. 

And then Melissa felt an intensely sharp 
pain in her foot. 


pal 
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SCARY STORIES 


Brian watched the flames dance up into the 
clear, cool night. They provided some warmth, but 
not nearly enough to combat the late October chill 
that had settled over the woods. He zipped up his 
jacket as far as it would go and waited for the next 
story to begin. 

“Who wants to hear another one?” Brian’s 
dad asked eagerly, the campfire reflecting off the 
lenses of his glasses. 

“T do,” all of the kids simultaneously blurted 
out, Brian among them. He had always loved scary 
stories, had as long as he could remember, and 
huddling around a campfire on a chilly October 
night seemed to him to be the perfect setting. And 
his father was the best at telling good ones too. 

Brian’s dad glanced over at his son. “Good, 
good,” he slurred, hamming it up as much as he 
could. “This one’s called ‘The one who knows what 
scares you’.” 

Brain’s interest grew ten-fold. The title 
intrigued him. 

“Not too long ago there was a young boy 
who was scared of the dark so much that every 
single night before he went to bed he would be sure 
to leave at least two nightlights on in his bedroom. 
He would also keep a flashlight under his bed. 

His parents, troubled by the boy’s behavior, 
thought about seeking professional help, but 
eventually decided that it was normal for children to 
be scared of such things. 

For some kids it was spiders, for others it 
was heights, or being alone. And for their son, it 
was the dark. 
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The children hung on every word Brian’s 
father was saying. Ben, an energetic kid who loved 
to play chess and video games, looked over at his 
friend Brian. 

“Hey Brian,” he whispered above the 
crackling campfire. “You got any marshmallows 
left?” 

“Quiet!” Brian shot back. Sometimes Ben’s 
timing was terrible. 

Brain’s father looked at the boys sternly. He was a 
patient man who was used to dealing with kids, but 
Ben was a different story altogether, an outspoken 
boy with a short attention span. He took off his 
glasses and wiped the lenses on his shirt. 

“Anyway,” he continued. “This little boy 
was so afraid of the dark that even shadows scared 
him. He wouldn’t help his dad clean the attic or 
garage. He wouldn’t open any door in the house 
without first reaching in to turn on the lights. And 
he wouldn’t even think about going into the 
basement. And every night he’d huddle up as close 
to his parents as he could for protection. And then 
one day, or should I say one night...” 

“What happened?” little Mark Terix asked. 
He’d tagged along on the camping trip at the last 
minute, an effort by his parents for him to make 
some new friends. “What happened to the little 
boy? Tell us! Tell us!” 

Brian’s dad grinned. “Now, now settle 
down,” he chuckled. He looked at all the little faces 
reflected in the campfire. The enthusiasm on each 
and every one of them made him feel excited. They 
were really into his story. 

“And then one night,” he finally continued, 
“something terrible happened. The little boy’s 
parents heard him screaming from his bedroom. But 
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by the time they reached him all they found was a 
severed hand lying in a pool of blood and shredded 
pajamas.” 

All the small faces went pale. 

“You mean the boy died?” Ben asked. 

“T’m afraid so. But even that wasn’t the 
worst of it.” A short pause for effect. “As the little 
boy’s mother started screaming the father saw the 
darkness reach out from underneath the bed and 
snatch the severed hand from the floor.” 

Ben looked puzzled. “Don’t you mean 
something IN the dark grabbed the hand?” 

Brian’s father smiled even wider than 
before. “No,” he replied, barely being able to 
contain himself. “I meant the dark itself grabbed the 
hand.” 

“What happened then?” little Mark Terix 
asked. He was gripping his blanket so tight his 
knuckles were starting to hurt. 

“Well, according to the report the boy’s 
parents gave the police, a thick patch of darkness, 
blacker than coal, shimmied back and forth and then 
slid up from underneath the bed and out the 
window. Both parents said they saw rows and rows 
of tiny, razor- sharp teeth in the darkness. And not a 
single drop of blood remained behind. Not one 
single drop.” 

Suddenly the only sound was the crackling 
of the campfire. All the children were riveted to 
where they sat. Not one dared move. 

“T didn’t like that story,” little Mark finally 
blurted out, shattering the uncomfortable silence. 
“Couldn’t you have made up a better one? I didn’t 
like the way it ended.” 

Brain’s dad looked into the flames. “Oh, I 
never said the story was over.” 
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Brain looked at his father, and for a moment, 
just for a brief flicker in time, there was something 
that didn’t seem quite right. 

So he decided to go and get something to 
eat. And as he walked away from the other kids still 
huddled around the fire he stepped on 
something...something that cracked under his shoe. 
Reaching down, he picked up the object. 

They were a pair of glasses...his dad’s 
glasses. And they were smeared with blood. 

And then another disturbing sight caught his 
attention: somebody was sprawled out next to a 
nearby tent. And they weren’t moving. 

Brain whirled around and glared at where 
his dad was still telling the story to the other kids. 
Fear and disbelief stretched across his face. 

“You see, the parents never found out what 
killed their little boy. Whatever it was it wasn’t 
human. And whatever it was it got away that night.” 

A few of the children began to whimper. 
One pulled his jacket hood up over his head. 

“But you want to know the scariest part of 
the story?” Brain’s dad asked. Another pause for 
effect. “The scariest part is it’s a true story!” 

And with those cryptic words Brian’s father 
peeled away his face to reveal a glistening black 
void, blacker than coal, with rows and rows of tiny, 
razor-sharp teeth lining the edges. And not even 
Brian, who was already running in the other 
direction, could get away in time. 
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THE BASEBALL 


Jack Keene watched his brand new Spalding 
baseball sail over his head as if it was launched 
from a cannon. For a second, he thought he saw his 
initials, 
which he etched in red marker on it. He followed 
the trajectory of the ball as it shot straight towards 
the thick patch of trees outside the left field fence. 
His friend Joey Alton, who was playing left field 
that day, stood by helplessly as the ball soared past 
him. 

Nobody had ever hit one that far before, and 
as the architect of the homerun, Terry Bullin began 
the customary trot around the bases, Jack threw his 
mitt to the ground in disgust. 

Just his luck. He would be known as the guy 
who not only gave up the winning run in the game, 
but also the longest one ever hit at Peace Lutheran 
Church. 

“Se ya in the record books Keene,” Terry 
snorted as he skidded across second base. “Bet 
they’ll never find that one. Probably in China by 
now.” His bright red hair flailed in the wind from 
underneath his dirty cap. 

Jack shook his head. After all, it was his 
fault too. He was the one who hung a curveball, the 
same pitch he knew he wasn’t any good at but threw 
anyway, and as 
much as he hated to admit it, Terry was right. 
Nobody ever would find the ball. Not likely to 
anyway. But not because of how far it had been hit. 

Nobody would ever find it because of 
WHERE it had been hit. 
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The dense patch of trees which stood about 
one hundred feet outside the left field fence was a 
mystery, and a scary one at that. Strangely, nobody 
had ever hit a ball directly into it. Some had come 
close, most notably Jack’s friend Doug Laurel, who 
launched one ironically off of Terry Bullin a few 
weeks earlier. His shot had landed about 20 feet 
short of the trees. Jack remembered how he had 
fought with the other outfielders over who would 
have to go and get the ball. But since he was the one 
playing left field that day, it was him. 

The unnatural chill that swept across Jack’s 
face that day as he neared the group of trees was 
enough to freeze the blood in his veins and instill in 
him a deep sense of fear that never left him. 
Fortunately for him the ball came to rest about 
twenty feet short of the trees, so he didn’t have to 
get too close to them. 

Joey turned around and looked at Jack, fear 
clearly etched across his face. 

“Come on Joey, while we’re young,” Terry 
yelled out as he sprinted across home plate. “Go get 
the ball!” 

“Leave him alone!” Jack snapped. “He’ll get 
it. Just give him a minute.” 

Terry scowled, his red hair gleaming in the 
hot sun. “He’s chicken. He’s scared of a bunch of 
trees.” 

Even though Joey couldn’t hear them he 
knew very well what they were saying and he didn’t 
like it. The only thing he was afraid of more than 
the trees was looking like a coward in front of 
everybody. Without another thought he trotted to 
the fence, quickly hopped over it and scuttled 
toward the trees. 
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Jack watched from the pitcher’s mound. 
From his viewpoint Joey looked like an insect 
scuttling around the feet of people; unsure of where 
to go or what to do. Part of him wanted to run over 
and help his friend, but another part was glad that 
he wasn’t the one who had to get the ball. 

Joey approached the thicket of trees. The 
baseball was nowhere in sight so he was forced to 
step into the copse, his eyes alternating between the 
towering trees and the thick vegetation covering the 
ground. At one point he thought he caught a 
glimpse of something white (the baseball?), but it 
was only some fungus growing on the trunk of one 
of the trees. 

“Man, what’s taking that idiot so long?” 
Terry complained. “We don’t have all day.” 

Jack spun around and glared at Terry. He 
said nothing, his expression speaking volumes. 

Joey felt the cold breeze across his face. The 
fact that it was nearly eighty degrees outside was 
not lost on him, making the unnatural wind even 
more sinister and potentially dangerous. He stepped 
forward carefully, as if walking on eggshells. 

The trees loomed high over his head, 
branches curling downward, leaves dangling 
everywhere. Feeling frustrated, Joey sighed in 
disgust. “Why can’t someone just bring an extra 
baseball?” 

“Why not indeed?” 

The strange words echoed in Joey’s head, 
and he immediately searched for their origin. 

“Who said that?” he demanded. 

But his question was only answered by the 
breeze blowing through the trees. A frightening 
thought gripped his mind. He loved watching scary 
movies...but not being in one. 


35 


He turned and ran out of the trees. 

Jack watched his friend literally leap over 
the left field fence in a single bound. He’d never 
seen Joey move that fast before. 

“There’s someone in there! Somebody’s in 
there!” was all Joey said as he sprinted past the 
astonished faces of the other boys. 

“You moron,” Terry sneered. “You didn’t 
even get the ball did you?” 

Joey ignored him and ran right out of the 
park, never once looking back. 

Jack was annoyed at both Joey and Terry, 
but another feeling also crept into his 
thoughts...fear. He knew there were only two ways 
to find out what happened: confront Joey or see for 
himself what was really in the trees. 

Jack began to walk off the pitcher’s mound. 
The other boys were all staring at him in disbelief; 
he was going to follow Joey home and find out what 
had happened? 

“Where ya going Keene? Terry called out, 
an irritated look on his pasty face. “It’s only the 
seventh inning for crying out loud.” 

Jack swung a hard look at him. “I’m gonna 
see what’s the matter with Joey. He must’ve seen 
something in those trees that scared him.” 

“Fine,” Terry snorted. “We'll finish the 
game without you idiots then.” 

Jack laughed to himself. “Go ahead,” he 
chuckled. “But it’ll be tough without a ball.” 


* * * 

“Hi Mrs. Alton. Is Joey home?” 

Joey’s mother smiled, her perfectly white 
teeth practically gleaming in the daylight. “Sure 
Jack. He’s upstairs in his room. He seemed upset 
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about something and ran right up to his bedroom 
without saying a word. I thought I’d just let him be 
for a little while.” 

When Jack entered Joey’s room he was 
stunned to see Joey was sitting on his bed pale as a 
ghost. “I...I don’t know who it was but I heard 
somebody,” he mumbled over and over. 

Jack sat down next to him and Joey fell back 
on the bed, rubbing his eyes. 

“T feel like I just crossed some type of 
barrier,” he said quietly. “People go through their 
entire lives never seeing anything.” 

“Like what?” 

“Like ghosts, or U.F.O.’s, or the Loch Ness 
Monster. Anything that probably isn’t but just might 
be real.” 

Jack was starting to feel uncomfortable with 
where the conversation was going. 

“Joey,” he interrupted. “I want you to tell 
me what happened when you went into those 
woods.” 

Joey continued, oblivious to Jack’s words. 
“Then one day you actually see something, or hear 
it, and you just know your life will never be the 
same.” 

“Joey! Listen to me! What happened?” 

“T heard a voice.” 

“A voice?” 

“Yeah. And nobody was there.” 

Jack stared at his friend. “Are you sure you 
didn’t imagine it?” 

Joey answered without hesitation. “I didn’t 
imagine it. I was alone, looking for the ball and then 
a voice from nowhere said ‘Why not indeed’.” 

Jack stood up without a word. He wanted to 
believe his friend but just couldn’t. He decided that 


Sf 


the only way to know for sure would be to go to the 
patch of trees and see for himself. 


* * * 


The trees loomed in the distance, silhouetted 
by the setting sun. Taking a deep breath Jack 
checked his flashlight and started to walk towards 
the left field fence. With every step the trees grew 
in size, with every thought they grew in 
malevolence. Jack’s plan was simple. He would 
basically stand in the middle of the trees and wait. If 
nothing happened then he would start talking, 
asking questions, trying to get something to answer 
him. If Joey were telling the truth he would 
eventually see, or hear something. 

The undergrowth was soft beneath Jack’s 
shoes, like a damp sponge. It squirmed with insect 
life and was littered with desiccated leaves and 
twigs. 

“Hello? Is anyone there?” he called out 
reluctantly. 

Silence. 

Jack scanned the ground for the baseball, 
unsure of what to do if he saw it. A cold sweat 
formed on his forehead. His stomach growled. His 
head ached. Doubt crept into his mind. 

“Hello?” he called out again with a little 
more conviction. “Is anybody there?” 

And then Jack saw it. Vague at first, but 
closer inspection revealed what it was. 

The baseball. His baseball. Even twenty feet 
away he could still see the smudge where Terry had 
hit his homerun. It was off to his right, next to a 
huge, gnarled tree. 


38 


“What are you waiting for?” the deep, 
disembodied voice asked. “Jt’s your ball. Go get 
i 

Fear rooted Jack where he stood. He wanted 
to run but his legs wouldn’t move. 

“All you have to do Is go and get your ball.” 

Jack clenched his fists, and with all the 
strength he could muster, forced himself to move. 

He ran out of the woods, the echoes of the 
voice ringing in his head. He leaped over the left 
field fence in one bound. And when he reached the 
pitcher’s mound he made a big mistake...he looked 
back. 

The patch of trees was still there, but 
somehow, impossibly, it seemed closer. 

Jack stood on the pitcher’s mound, staring in 
disbelief at the frightening turn his life had taken. 
He ran straight to his house and into his bedroom, 
covering himself in the false security of his 
blankets. 

The scraping sound echoed in the room. It 
was coming from outside the window, and although 
Jack was still terrified, he felt compelled to get out 
of his bed and investigate. He slowly approached 
the window, his hands clenching in nervous 
anticipation, his heart fluttering wildly in his chest. 
As he neared the window the source of the noises 
became painfully obvious...a tree branch. The limb 
protruded from a nearby tree and occasionally 
brushed against the glass. 

Relief washed over Jack. Perhaps he had just 
imagined it all. He walked back to his bed, 
confident that a good night’s sleep is what he 
needed. But when he heard the front door creak 
open he knew that something was not quite right. 
He was the only one home; his dad was away on a 
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business trip and his mom was at his Aunt Josie’s 
house playing cards for the night. And besides, he 
was sure he locked the front door behind him when 
he came home earlier. 

With slow, cautious movement Jack inched 
his way to his bedroom door. He picked up his 
baseball bat, and gripping it tightly, swung the door 
open in one swift motion. 

The hallway was empty. 

Jack sighed in relief. His mind must be 
playing tricks on him. Still holding the bat in front 
of him he started to make his way down the 
hallway. 

And then he noticed it. Under any other 
circumstances it wouldn’t have merited a second 
glance. But not this time. This time its presence 
froze the blood in his veins. 

It was his baseball. He could still see the 
smudge where Terry had hit it. 

Jack stood perfectly still, too afraid to react, 
or even move. He watched the baseball quietly roll 
down the hallway towards him, leaving a slight 
indention in the carpet behind it. 

But there was worse to come. For while Jack 
watched in horror, thin, twisted tree branches 
snaked their way from around the corner, blindly 
feeling for any prey. He also noticed that they 
glistened with blood, and had to assume his mother 
must have come home early, leaving the front door 
unlocked. 

The baseball bat fell to the floor as Jack 
tried to run back to his bedroom, but the branches 
were quicker and took him down before he even 
reached the door. 
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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE 
GLASS 


The feeling of gloom that was settling over 
Peter was giving him a headache. The remains of 
his dinner sat in his stomach like a stone, and his 
back was reminding him in its own painful way that 
every single one of his forty two years were 
creeping up on him. 

The sour memories of the previous day slid 
into his weary mind and settled down like uninvited 
dinner guests. If only he could go back in time he 
never would have left the house that day, opting 
instead to spend it within the safe confines of his 
bedroom, shut away from the strange, greasy film 
on his windows and the leering glare from the 
mirrored image of himself. 

“You can’t hide from me you know,” the 
other Peter drawled through the glass. 

Peter shivered. Even though the imposter’s 
features were the same as his the eyes were 
different...colder, more distant, eyes that reveled in 
the misery and destruction of others. They reminded 
him of a shark’s eyes. 

“Tt’s too late for you now,” the imposter 
remarked with a twisted grin. “You crossed the 
threshold. You took the preverbal plunge if you 
will.” 

Felling anger rising up Peter shouted at his 
antagonist. 

“Tt wasn’t my fault! I didn’t ask to see it! I 
didn’t know!” 

“Yes, that may very well be true, but 
changes nothing. I don’t make the rules. I am only 
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one who dwells with many others in the nether- 
regions between belief and disbelief, between 
reality and make-believe, between sanity and 
insanity.” 

Peter felt his stomach tighten. 

“Others?” 

The other Peter laughed. “So many you 
wouldn’t believe it.” 

“T...I didn’t ask for this. I...” 

“Of course you didn’t.” 

Peter watched in horror as his imitation 
smiled even wider than before, so wide that the 
crease of its mouth nearly split its head in two. He 
half expected the top portion of the head to slide off 
and slop to the ground. But even that wasn’t the 
worst part. 

It was the overall expression of the thing. 

The other Peter tilted its head to one side. 
“There are far worse things lurking in unreality than 
in reality. Once the line is crossed there is no going 
back. The intruder would be afflicted with what 
they had seen for the rest of their natural life...and 
possibly longer. Their perspective of the world 
would change, distort to outer boundaries 
previously unheard of, and only dreamed about in 
the minds of madman.” 

Peter looked down at the floor, his mouth 
tightening into a grimace, his hands clenching into 
fists. He was helpless and he knew it. How could 
he, or anyone, fight such things? 

The other Peter continued to glare at him 
through the window, its face distorted by the 
translucent film behind the glass. 

“Your world is different now,” it growled. 
“You may just as well accept it.” 
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Peter frantically looked around the room. 
His swollen eyes focused on the phone. But when 
he took a step towards it, it dissolved into a puddle 
of slime. 

“T told you there’s no going back,” the other 
Peter reminded. “You saw something that you 
should not have seen. Something that doesn’t exist 
but does exist.” A dull frown replaced the knowing 
grin. Sympathy hid somewhere in that frown but 
was tainted by sarcasm...and something else. Fear? 
“And from that moment on everything you knew is 
different now, as I’m sure you have noticed for 
yourself.” 

Peter ran into his kitchen. The desire to arm 
himself was paramount to him now. He yanked 
open drawers and cabinets, trying desperately to 
find some type of weapon. But his hopes were 
deflated when anything he noticed morphed into 
something terrible right before his eyes. 

A stainless-steel butcher knife transformed 
into a hissing serpent, jabbing its oversized fangs at 
his hand as he reached for it. A tray of cutlery 
changed into a writhing mass of hairy spiders, 
bristling against each other in frenzied attempts to 
bite him or crawl up his arm. A broomstick, which 
he hoped to fashion into a spear, sprouted glossy 
black wings and so many razor-sharp talons that 
they were literally too numerous to count. 

Backing out of the kitchen Peter felt the cold 
stare on his back. The other Peter was glaring at 
him, an evil smile on its face. 

“Do you believe me now?” 

Peter fell silent. He really had no other 
choice but to believe the imposter. 
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“That’s right. You don’t have any other 
choice. Our kind so rarely has any chances to reveal 
ourselves to your world.” 

Peter fell into his couch. Sweat trickled 
down his face as his heart raced in his chest. 

“You see Peter, there are a great many 
things that exist in the realm of impossibility, most 
of which are never perceived by people in the real 
world. Only occasionally is one such as yourself 
unfortunate enough, or lucky enough depending on 
that person’s disposition, to cross the threshold into 
our world.” 

“But it wasn’t my fault,” Peter choked 
through sobs. “I was only taking pictures of the 
water. I...I was testing out my new Nikon camera. 
D3000 LSR Digital.” The words clumped together 
into incoherent sentences, which dropped off 
Peter’s lips and fell to the floor. “I...I took shots of 
the coast. Something came up out of the water. It 
flooded my lense. It was red...no blue. So many 
heads. So many teeth.” 

The other Peter laughed. “You sound like 
you’re losing your mind already.” A faint scowl 
trembled on its face. “But you need not worry too 
much.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I’m afraid I neglected to tell you an 
important aspect of your situation.” 

Peter looked up. 

“You see, the real world, your world, is still 
here. Its position in existence has not been diluted 
nor erased. All of the attributes that were in place 
when you were safely nestled within your world’s 
borders still apply.” 

“So you mean I’m safe?” 
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“I’m afraid so. However, you will still retain 
the knowledge that you saw something that day on 
the beach. Of course, you will attempt to deny it as 
time goes by, perhaps even seek therapy, but that 
will change little because the irreplaceable fact that 
you did see it will remain. Our world continually 
chips away at your world. Eventually everyone will 
believe enough to crumble the barrier between the 
two, and then...” 

“T don’t care!” Peter shouted. “Leave me 
alone! I’m safe now. I didn’t see anything. This 
door is closed. Do you hear me? Closed!” 

The other Peter smiled. He raised his hands, 
turning the palms outward, and pushed them 
together. He then inched them forward as if parting 
a set of curtains. 

Peter watched in horrified fascination as the 
imposter’s digits sliced through the greasy film 
outside the window. Mottled fingertips drew nearer 
and nearer to the glass, and eventually, inevitably, 
tapped up against it. 

“T told you,” the other Peter growled. “That 
the barrier will crumble when enough people 
believe.” A dark glint crossed its face. “And like it 
or not you now believe.” 

“But you said I was safe.” 

“T know I did, and at the time I meant it. 
But that was then, this is now. Things change, even 
out here.” 

The other Peter then started to tap on the 
windowpane a little harder. Chipped fingernails 
drew tiny lines of etched glass. Vague smears of 
translucent slime dripped down the face of the 
window, pooling on the sill. And an acrid stench 
slipped into the room. 
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Peter felt his sanity slipping away like so 
much water through a crack. His head sagged to his 
chest. His eyes fluttered as the slow descent into 
madness settled over him. 

“And now since you believe, I’d like to 
welcome you to a new world...our world.” 

The entire wall sheared away at that 
moment, flying back into the gloom-shrouded 
beyond and plunging into oblivion. Peter hardly 
looked up. He felt it might be better that way 
somehow, less painful, not as frightening. Ignorance 
was bliss, and in his case it was an absolute 
necessity. 

A cold breeze washed over him, and with it 
the stench of stagnant water and decay. He resisted 
the urge to look up, he’d already seen far too much. 

“You may as well look,” the other Peter said 
quietly, almost calmly. “A man at least deserves to 
see his fate.” 

The smell was familiar to Peter somehow, 
like in a dream...or nightmare. Damp sand, cool, 
fresh air tinged with a strong fishy aroma, stagnant 
brine drifting 
up from the sea. These and many other smells 
seeped into Peter’s home, invading the warm, dry 
interior of the house with their soggy stench. 

Peter lifted his head. 

The imposter stood before him, a grin so 
wide on its face it looked painful. The strange 
greasy film was dripping off its body, almost as if it 
had been swimming in the stuff. 

“There’s someone here who wants to meet 
you.” 

Peter felt what remaining strength he still 
had left dribble away like spilt milk, and with it the 
last shreds of his sanity. 
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“Tt remembers you from that day on the 
beach. And by the way, you were correct on both 
counts. It is both red and blue, a rather unique 
combination of the two shades. I doubt there’s 
anything like it in your world.” 

The enormous, malformed head rose up 
from behind the imposter. Its eyes were the size of 
dinner plates, its gaping maw littered with 
countless, steak-knife sized teeth. It lifted its foul 
head a full twenty feet in the air before shaking it 
violently from side to side as if trying to dislodge 
any residue of the greasy film from itself. 

Peter, already giggling like a schoolboy, 
thought in his unhinged mind that the creature 
reminded him of a dog after a bath trying to dry 
itself. 

But any similarities between man’s best 
friend and the beast from the sea were quickly 
dashed when it locked its terrible gaze on Peter, and 
in the flash of an 
instant, reared back as a cobra would when 
preparing to strike, effectively snuffing out any 
thoughts or dreams he still clung to. 
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FIDO 


Fido sauntered down the hallway. 
Occasionally he stopped in his meandering 
journey around the house to sniff the air, dull hope 
perking his floppy ears up. He inhaled deeply and 
cringed at the stale aroma of death. He attempted to 
process exactly where the stench was coming from. 

Fido peered into the guest bathroom. The 
fluorescent light shone down on the beige porcelain 
toilet and tub. The pedestal sink stood just inside the 
doorway off to the left. It too was a matching shade 
of beige. But another color was also splattered 
across its smooth surface. ..red. 

Shaggy brown tufts of hair lifted with Fido’s 
eyes as he surveyed the bathroom and its lone 
occupant. The body lay sprawled on the tiled floor 
directly beneath the sink, crimson pools puddled 
where its neck had been. Gore stained the front of 
the corpse’s shirt. 

A soft whimper escaped from Fido’s lips 
and echoed down the dimly-lit hallway. He would 
miss his master. Pleasant memories drifted into his 
mind like a warm, summer breeze: the long walks 
through Halmich Park, the numerous chew bones 
and rubber toys, the comfortable nights snuggled up 
on the leather couch under the wool afghan his 
master’s mother had knitted. He reveled in the 
thoughts, momentarily forgetting about the bloody 
remains of his owner stretched out on the cold 
bathroom floor. 

The long walks through Halmich Park, the 
numerous chew bones and rubber toys, the 
comfortable nights snuggled up on the leather couch 
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under the wool afghan his master’s mother had 
knitted. 

And then the thought of when the other 
humans had smashed through the front door of the 
house crept into his mind. There were three of them, 
maybe four, each sporting evil grins and 
brandishing a variety of weapons. They pushed their 
way into the house and immediately attacked his 
master, who had been in the bathroom at the time. 
Fido watched helplessly from his foam doggie bed 
as the intruders marched through the house 
grabbing anything of value, smashing anything they 
couldn’t steal and sell. 

And then they had left, leaving behind a 
ransacked house and an ownerless dog. Furniture 
was broken, walls were pockmarked with holes and 
scuffmarks, the floor was cracked and littered with 
debris. Even his owner’s most prized possession (an 
original painting by Herbert James Draper which 
hung over the fireplace mantel) was not spared. The 
gold-leaf frame barely held the torn fragments of 
the canvas, a classic theme showing the shapely 
sirens of lore tempting Odysseus and his crew to a 
watery death. 

Fido felt his stomach grumble. It had been 
so long since he’d last eaten and there weren’t any 
scraps of food left anywhere in the home. The 
strange sensations he was feeling were 
uncomfortable, even a little painful, but he endured 
them, although he did feel as if he were growing, 
becoming stronger, more acute in his senses. He 
wondered if maybe the injured bird he’d eaten the 
previous day had been infected with something. He 
did notice it was bristling with tiny bugs. Possibly 
some type of parasites? 
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Bloody foam dripped from Fido’s mouth as 
he swung his hungry gaze back to his owner’s 
lifeless body. The hallucinations that had plagued 
him for the last couple of days had him doubting the 
fact that his master was indeed dead. But deep down 
inside he knew he was. 

Behind him, the immaculately clean house 
was peaceful, a quiet retreat from the noisy streets 
outside. His owner had always been a well- 
organized type of person. The painting by Herbert 
Draper hung over the fireplace just as it always had, 
Odysseus forever suffering from the wails of the 
evil sirens. 

Was it another hallucination? Maybe. 
Maybe not. 

With a heavy heart Fido crept reluctantly, 
but with vicious purpose, back into the bathroom to 
continue his grisly feast. 
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BECOMING ONE WITH 
THE COLORS 


Mandy stopped dead in her tracks, her long 
brown hair wavering behind her small shoulders. 
Glaring at the oddly shaped stain on the sidewalk 
she thought how it resembled dried blood, but only 
vaguely. The center of it was reddish in color, 
gradually sliding into deep purplish amber, and 
ringed in a bizarre green- blue mixture unlike 
anything she had ever seen. Each color was 
separate, but strangely combined into a type of 
swirling mess that was undoubtedly whole. In all of 
her 18 years she’d never seen anything remotely 
like it. She was captivated by it, but also frightened, 
and found herself instinctively backing away. 

A part of her wanted to investigate the stain, 
to explore the origins of the colors, to uncover what 
could create such an unusual display. Studying 
graphic art design in college naturally instilled an 
appreciation for all things imaginative and colorful 
in her, and since her greatest ambition in life was to 
be an artist, she felt obligated to study the anomaly 
further. But she also heard an inner voice warning 
her to steer clear of the spot. The shades were very 
odd indeed, and despite their attraction they still 
radiated an unhealthy and unnatural aura which 
reeked of potential danger. 

She turned and walked away. 

That night while Mandy was relaxing at 
home her thoughts began to drift towards the stain 
she had come across earlier that day. The strange 
mixture of green and mauve, tinged with sickly 
yellow, the odd contours of the spot, the almost 
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hypnotic effect it had on her. She hated to admit it 
but felt compelled to return to the area where she’d 
seen the stain, if for no other reason than to verify to 
herself that it was still there and did not have 
control over her. 

The following day Mandy revisited the 
sidewalk where the stain had been, feeling foolish, 
even childish for doing so. She was hoping that 
someone would have cleaned it up by then, or 
perhaps that it had diminished somewhat from 
foot traffic, but it was still there, as pronounced as 
the day before. Glancing around to make sure 
nobody was watching, she walked up to it. 

It looked even more disgusting up close, and 
emitted an aroma that reminded her of rotten meat. 
“What are you?” she blurted out before she could 
help herself. “Where did you come from?” 

A few people looked over in her direction, 
and feeling foolish, she pretended to fumble in her 
purse for something. She noticed the stain had 
appeared slightly larger than it had the day before. 
Pulling a nail file and a plastic baggie from her 
handbag, and stooping over the spot, she proceeded 
to scrape up a small amount of the substance. 

The man was too preoccupied with his cell 
phone to notice the young girl squatting down in the 
middle of the sidewalk. In an instant, he bumped 
right into her, sending her pitching forward onto her 
hands, her left landing squarely in the center of the 
stain. 

“Oh, I’m sorry miss,” the man apologized. 
“T didn’t see you there, honest. Are you all right?” 
He folded up his phone and bent over to help 
Mandy up. 

Mandy immediately pulled her hand off the 
stain, cradling it to her chest, and cringing in disgust 
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at the cold, pliable texture of it. It felt like 
decomposed fish. 

“T...1?m fine thank you,” she mumbled, thoroughly 
embarrassed. “I just need to get going.” 

The man, puzzled at her response added, “If 
you say so miss. Are you sure you’re okay though?” 

Mandy ignored him, and quickly scooping 
up her belongings, hurried away. She didn’t look 
back once. 

At home, in the sanctuary of her bedroom, 
Mandy carefully removed the plastic baggie from 
her purse. It felt heavier than she had expected, too 
heavy for such a small amount of shavings. She set 
it down on her desk and stared at it closely. It still 
swirled with strange colors, but in a, for lack of a 
better word, more organic way, almost as if it were 
alive, or struggling to become so. Feeling repulsed 
Mandy backed away from it; she fell into her bed, 
unsure what to do next. 

Should she take the baggie to the police? Or 
maybe show it to her Biology teacher at school? Or 
perhaps she should just throw it away and get on 
with her life. Her homework was starting to pile up 
and she hadn’t talked to her friends in quite a 
while. And as these options danced around in her 
head an uneasy sleep eventually overtook her. 


* * * 


The colors coated everything in the room, 
from the walls and ceiling right down to the bed 
sheets and pillows. Sickly greens and pallid yellows 
meshed intermittingly with shades without names; 
some so bizarre and unique they hardly resembled 
anything on Earth at all. 
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Mandy bolted upright in bed, and looking 
around her room, began screaming at the top of her 
lungs. The very atmosphere in the room hung heavy 
with corruption, as if the colors themselves were 
trying to penetrate the air itself. 

The hallway seemed longer than normal, 
surrealistic, distorted, dripping with caustic hues 
beyond description. Insipid reds and blues slid into 
deep, burnt oranges and purples, infiltrating corners, 
edges, nooks and crannies, every possible square 
inch. 

Mandy stood by the door, too afraid to leave 
her bedroom, but afraid not to as well. Her head 
swam with the nightmarish display in front of her. 
She attempted to fasten a logical explanation to it, 
but couldn’t. Nor could she cope with the horrific 
enormity of what she was witnessing. It simply was 
impossible. 

And then Mandy felt an entirely new 
sensation. Her hand, her left hand, felt wet, 
completely saturated right down to the bone. 
Although she didn’t want to she looked down at it. 

Her hand was dripping with a slick mass of 
swirling colors. 

Feeling the urge to faint rising up Mandy 
struggled to remain standing. She could feel the 
colors pulsing within her, filling her very soul with 
their desires, their thoughts. They were corrupting 
her flesh, dissolving her blood in a weird feeding 
ritual of some type. 

Mandy wondered if anyone else had noticed 
the colors. If people, as well as inanimate objects, 
were susceptible to them. She didn’t know, and 
frankly, couldn’t care less. All that mattered to her 
by then was achieving her artistic dreams. She was 
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finally beginning to understand what was happening 
to her. 

She was chosen, and felt fortunate to be so. 
She would release their colors into the world, 
bathing it in their special glow. She would be the 
portal to spread their change. She didn’t know 
exactly who ‘they’ were, perhaps aliens from 
another world, or something from Heaven itself, or 
Hell for that matter, but she did feel lucky to be able 
to achieve their desires. 

Mandy smiled to herself and raised her hand 
to her face. The irresistible urge to unleash the 
colors into the world quickly overwhelmed her, and 
she gave in to it willingly. She raised her hand high 
above her head and began to swing it around 
vigorously. Up and down, side to side, back and 
forth. At last she was a true artist, her hand a 
paintbrush, the world her canvas. She would paint 
masterpieces the likes which nobody had ever seen. 

Sickly colors rapidly spread in all directions. 
Mandy ignored the screams coming from her little 
sister’s bedroom, hearing her begging God above to 
save her. She watched her older brother collapse out 
into the hallway from his room, his face 
frozen in brightly colored terror. And as Mandy 
strutted down the hallway towards the staircase she 
swelled with pride. She would show everyone what 
a real artist was. Michelangelo, da Vinci, 
Rembrandt, they were amateurs, mere imitators to 
true talent such as hers. She had colors on her 
palette nobody else had, and a paintbrush that never 
needed cleaning. 

And then she fell in a heap, crashing down 
the stairs and exploding in a grotesque display of 
alien shades, which spilled out over the room, 
covering everything in sight, feeding off anything 
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they touched. Her body disintegrated within the 
seeping mess, adding to the already disgusting 
mixture. 

And her last thought before she became one 
with the colors was that she had achieved the 
greatest level any artist could ever reach, for she 
had died for her art. 
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FUNLAND 
WELCOME TO GEORGIA 


the sign spelled out in clear, black letters. 

“Georgia! We’re in Georgia now!” the three 
kids cheered. “Only one more state to go!” 

Tom looked over at his wife Patti. “Thank 
God,” he smirked. “It’s getting noisy in here.” 

Patti smiled at him. “You’re the one who 
wanted to take a trip to Funland, remember?” 

“Dad, how many more miles?” their 
youngest, Peter, asked. 

Tom leaned back in his seat and glanced 
over at his son. “Don’t know about miles, but I can 
tell you it’s about another ten hours or so.” His 
revelation instantly brought on a universal groan 
from the children. “What’d you guys expect, ten 
minutes? But I'll tell ya what, maybe we’ ll stop for 
some souvenirs along the way.” 

All three kids started hooting and hollering then, 
drowning out the 70’s soft rock music coming from 
the radio. 

It wasn’t hard to find. The tall, faded gray 
building jutted off the ground, separating itself from 
the barren landscape. Tom swung the blue minivan 
into the dusty parking lot, and barely had shut the 
ignition off before all three kids were barreling 
toward the front window of the place, which housed 
various trinkets and assorted novelties. Tom and 
Patti were close behind, secretly wishing they 
hadn’t stopped at all. 

As they entered, a thin, wiry woman 
approached them, menus in her dry hands. 
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“Table for how many?” 

“Five please.” 

The waitress smiled a generic smile and 
motioned for them to follow her. Her walk 
reminded Tom of a lamppost swaying in a strong 
wind. 

“Folks going to Florida?” asked a 
neighboring customer. The large man was leaning 
over toward their booth, a beige porcelain coffee 
cup in his hand. 

“Yes we are as a matter of fact. Taking the 
kids to Funland,” Tom replied politely. 

The man’s expression took on a sullen look. 
“Oh,” he mumbled as if irritated. “That’s nice. Have 
a good trip.” And then he turned away without 
another word. 

Patti couldn’t help but overhear. “Not very 
friendly in these parts are they?” 

Tom smiled at her. “Don’t let it get to you 
honey. Besides, we’re gonna have a great time, 
right kids?” The children all nodded their heads as 
they played with the souvenirs they had received. 

When they were pulling out of the parking 
lot Patti noticed that several people inside the store 
were staring at them from the windows. “Tom, 
those people back there are looking at us.” 

Tom tilted his head back and sure enough he 
saw some of the other customers, including the thin 
waitress who had served them, glaring at them 
through the windows. He felt a sharp chill slide up 
his spine. Without wasting another minute he pulled 
the minivan out onto the road and punched the 
accelerator to the floor. 


* * * 
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Patti noticed it first. The sign, an enormous 
slab of sheet metal, was suspended in the air by a 
six-inch diameter steel pole. 


THE CITY OF POINTBAY WELCOMES 
YOU. HOME OF FUNLAND AND MOTHER 
SING’S REALM OF HAPPINESS. 


“Look guys,” Tom cried. “See, I told you it 
wouldn’t take too long to get here.” 


* * * 


Tom rolled over in bed and looked at the 
clock. It was just past seven. He sat upright and 
nudged Patti, who moaned as she pushed his hand 
away. 

“Come on honey,” he reluctantly said 
through a yawn. “We have to get moving. It'll take 
us an hour to get into the park this morning.” 

Patti pulled herself out of the bed and 
stretched. “Come on guys,” she said to the groggy 
children. “Funland opens soon.” 

Randy, the oldest, poked the other two kids, 
who groaned in protest. But when the realization of 
what awaited them that day kicked in everyone was 
up and dressed in no time. 

Tom had trouble subduing his own 
excitement. After all, he hadn’t been to Funland 
since he was a kid; fond memories of brightly 
colored buildings and twisting, turning rides filled 
his head. 

Any hope of finding a close parking spot 
was quickly shot down when they finally made it 
into the parking lot. It was nearly three-quarters full, 
despite the park not even being open yet. 
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“Great, we’re gonna need a plane to get in,’ 
Tom lamented. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Patti assured. “We 
could use the exercise anyway.” 

Randy led the way, with Jenny and Peter 
directly behind him. Tom and Patti made up the 
rear, tugging along a cooler and several small bags 
of necessities. 

“Good morning,” the pretty, young girl in 
the ticket booth said. “Welcome to Funland. How 
many please?” 

“Two adults please, and three children,” 
Tom replied, noticing how her demeanor didn’t 
match her words. It was as if she were depressed 
about something, or scared. 

The girl nodded, and accepting the cash, 
began to punch up the tickets. She handed them, 
along with the change, back to Tom, forcing a 
crooked smile. Tom took the money and tickets 
from the girl and ushered his family through the 
turnstiles. As they prepared to enter the park Tom 
felt Peter tugging on his arm. 

“Dad?” 

“Yeah what’s up big guy?” 

“Tt’s that girl who gave us the tickets. She 
scares me.” 

“Why?” 

“She had a tail Dad. I saw it.” 

Tom felt a lump form in his throat. He 
turned around and looked at the girl in the ticket 
booth. She was continuing with her duties, 
oblivious to Tom. 

And then he saw it, a thin, black wiry thing 
briefly wavering behind the girl. It swayed quickly, 
and yet carefully, back and forth behind the prom 
queen face for a second or two before sliding back 
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down out of sight. Tom shook his head to clear his 
mind, eventually concluding that it must have been 
his imagination. 

“Did you see it too Dad?” 

“Never mind about that. She’s probably just 
in costume. We have a full day of fun ahead of us. 
Come on, let’s go.” 

Brightly colored costumes and props were 
everywhere. Brilliant reds and greens, swirling 
collages of fluorescent blues and yellows, deep 
pinks and vibrant purples decorated everything in 
sight. Tom took a minute to take it all in, 
momentarily reliving his own childhood. 

“Come on Dad,” Jenny shouted. “They’re all 
here, see?” 

The colorful characters that inhabited 
Funland’s world were strolling down the main 
boulevard, shaking hands and dancing to the music 
blaring out from the speakers fastened to every 
building. They were all there. Furry Gurry, Bonzo, 
Little Miss Little, Mother Sing, and Johnny Mouse 
himself, all sporting huge, finely crafted heads of 
painted plastic. 

The fabled characters danced around 
merrily, occasionally joined by other, lesser-known 
animated movie stars. Bongo Mongo, Lady Swirp 
and her Chirps, and Patti’s favorite when she was a 
kid, Princess Party, with her tightly-wound cylinder 
of bright yellow hair jutting a full two feet from her 
tiny head. The children immediately surged forward 
towards their cartoon heroes. Tom and Patti were 
pulled along, resisting, but only in jest. They too 
were anxious to delve into the fantasy world that the 
characters offered. 
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“Oh, I’m sorry,” Tom apologized to a loudly 
dressed woman he bumped into. “I didn’t see you 
there.” 

The woman, sporting enough makeup to 
paint a house ignored Tom’s apology and locked 
her bloodshot, glazed-over eyes on his. 

“Don’t come here ever again! This place is 
evil!” she snapped. “This place is damned. It’s a 
hole in the world.” And then her head tilted to one 
side as she pondered a previously not thought of 
possibility. “Or perhaps the world is just a hole in 
this place. Wouldn’t that be strange?” 

Tom started to back away from her, making 
sure Patti and the kids were ahead of him. He 
watched the odd woman walk away, bumping into 
other tourists, and ranting wildly all the time. “This 
place is a hole. Where it goes nobody knows.” 

“What was her problem?” Patti asked 
quietly, thankful that the kids had hardly noticed the 
woman. 

“Just some nut I guess,” Tom answered. 
“Come on, let’s get going.” 

Tom and Patti suddenly found themselves 
flanked by Mother Sing and Bonzo, both wrapping 
their arms around them, hugging them in a loose 
embrace. The kids cheered in excitement. 

“Smile!” a slender young man in a Funland 
uniform announced. “Say cheese!” 

“Well thank you very much sir,” Bonzo 
rumbled through his brown plastic snout. 

Tom smiled. He tried to ignore the uneasy 
feeling that crept into his gut. Bonzo’s voice was 
unmistakable, but there was something else there as 
well, something not quite right about it. It had an 
undertone of animalistic hunger in it, almost like a 
starved dog whining for food. 
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“Honey, are you all right?” 

Tom nodded. “I...I’m fine,” he muttered. 
“Just a little headache that’s all. Pll be okay.” 

The first stop was The Kingdom’s 
Adventure Merryhouse. It was an imposing 
structure, nearly 75 feet tall and brashly adorned 
with a wide array of references to the cartoon 
classic. As Tom followed the children through its 
gate he noticed Patti standing in the doorway, white 
as a sheet. 

“T don’t want to go in there,” she stated 
coldly. 

“Honey? What’s the matter?” 

“T...I just don’t want to, that’s all.” 

Despite the kid’s protests Tom ushered them 
back out of the attraction. He looked over at Patti, 
who was gaining some color back in her face. “Are 
you feeling okay?” he asked. 

Patti was breathing deeply, relieved at being 
away from the building. “I’m fine now,” she sighed. 
“T can’t explain it, but there was something that told 
me not to go in there.” 

Tom smiled and hugged her tightly. “Don’t 
worry about it honey. There are plenty of other 
things here to see. Let’s get something to eat.” 

The snack bar was painted in a bright 
spectrum of reds and oranges. Randy pushed his 
way in front of his brother and sister. Jenny, angry 
at her brother’s rudeness, quickly found herself 
butted up against a wall. She pulled away from it 
and felt something cold and sticky on her back. Her 
shirt sagged with moisture. 

“Dad, look what Randy did! He got paint on 
my shirt!” 
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Tom, puzzled as to why there would be wet 
paint without so much as a sign, inspected Jenny’s 
back. A shiver slid down his spine. 

It didn’t resemble paint at all. In fact, the 
consistency of the substance was remarkably similar 
to something that Tom cringed at the thought 
of...blood. 

“Would you like to order now sir?” the 
freckled-faced teenage boy asked. 

Tom was at a loss for words. He didn’t want 
to start a panic, but he did have his family to think 
about. 

“Ahh, no thanks. We’re not hungry.” 

The kid looked at Tom with suspicion in his 
dark eyes. 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes thank you.” 

Tom literally pulled Patti and the kids along, 
ushering them away from the snack bar. The other 
customers merely looked at them. 

“Tom, what’s the matter?” Patti asked, 
resisting his gestures. “Tell me right now or we’re 
not moving.” 

“Patti, that snack bar. It’s painted in 
...blood!” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Blood! I know blood when I see it.” Tom 
struggled to keep his voice down. “Here, see for 
yourself.” He turned Jenny around, offering her 
stained shirt for evidence. 

Patti felt the shirt and cringed in fear. “Oh 
my God. We have to get out of here!” 

The row of security guards circled the 
family quickly, blotting out the sun with their bulk. 
Sharp crew cuts and stone faces surrounded Tom 
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and his family, offering no chance of escape. The 
largest one, a tightly- wound young man, spoke up. 

“Sir, you and your family will have to come 
with us.” 

Since he had Patti and the kids to worry 
about, as well as noticing the small arsenal each 
guard carried, Tom offered no resistance, and 
followed them without a word. 

“Where are you taking us?” Patti asked 
sheepishly. “We didn’t do anything.” 

“Tt’s all right madam,” the large guard 
answered without changing his featureless 
expression. “You’re going to see the Boss.” 

Tom wondered whom he was referring to. 
Was the Boss the person in charge of the park? Or 
perhaps head of security. But nothing prepared Tom 
for who they did meet. 

The heavy steel door creaked open, 
revealing a long, dimly- lit corridor; the same one 
Tom and his family had been forcibly escorted 
through an hour earlier. At the end of the hallway a 
lone figure suddenly appeared, stood perfectly still 
for a moment or two, and then began to saunter 
towards the room where the family was. As it drew 
nearer Tom began to recognize it. 

It was Johnny Mouse! 

“Who are you and why are we being held?” 
Tom shouted, trying to conceal his fear. 

The famous mouse character said nothing. It 
made no gestures towards the people staring at it, 
only glaring at them through misshapen, plastic 
eyes. 

“T want to know why we are here!” Tom 
demanded. “Answer me!” 


67 


Again, no reaction, only a slight trickle of 
yellowish drool glistening on the sides of Johnny 
Mouse’s mouth. 

Tom entertained the notion of making a run 
for it; there were no guards in the room with them, 
but decided against it. If he were alone perhaps, but 
not when the children were there. They’d never 
make it. 

“Please sir,” he pleaded. “All we want is to 
leave. We promise we won’t say anything to 
anyone. Just let us leave.” 

Johnny Mouse tilted his head to one side as 
if pondering the request. A deep, raspy groan 
escaped its plastic mouth, resonating in the room. 
The children began to cry and were immediately 
comforted by Patti. 

“Tom?” 

“Don’t worry honey,” Tom assured. “We’re 
getting out of here right now!” 

He stood up and grabbed hold of Patti’s arm, 
pulling her out of her chair. “Come on!” 

Johnny Mouse groaned louder and began to 
open his mouth, exposing neat rows of jagged, 
serrated teeth. Fine shreds of bloody sinew dangled 
from several of them. Two of the security guards 
then entered the room, flanking Johnny Mouse, and 
fondling their weapons. Their expressions were cold 
and alien. 

Tom’s heart was in his throat. Patti was in 
shock. The children continued to cry. Realizing that 
he must act quickly Tom whirled around and 
shoving his chair into Johnny Mouse as hard as he 
could, leaped at one of the startled guards. He 
managed to yank the guard’s gun from its holster 
and sent a bullet into his stomach. The guard 
immediately hunched over and dropped to the floor 
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in a heap. Tom swung around and shot the other 
guard point blank before he knew what had hit him. 

But now he had to deal with Johnny Mouse. 

“Move back!” he screamed at Patti and the 
children. “Get behind me!” 

Leveling the gun at the creature Tom slowly 
began to make his way towards the door with Patti 
and the kids behind him. Johnny Mouse did nothing 
to stop them, only glaring with malicious intent, 
clenching his three-fingered, over-sized hands 
together. 

“Come on, let’s go,” Tom said calmly, 
trying to remain in control of the situation. But just 
as he reached for the door handle Johnny Mouse 
started to advance, plodding steadily towards them. 
His once friendly features were now stained with 
the grim determination of a carnivore seeking a 
meal. Without a second thought Tom unloaded the 
remaining ammo directly into the creature, 
continuing to pull the trigger after the clip was 
already empty. 

The dense gun smoke filled the room. Tom 
pulled Patti and the kids along, out of the room and 
started to move down the hallway. He couldn’t help 
looking back and immediately regretted doing so. 

Johnny Mouse was sitting upright. Pale blue 
blood leaked out of its wounds, pooling all around 
it. A sly grin twisted its face. 

“We have to go now!” Tom shouted at his 
family. “Let’s move!” 

Johnny Mouse casually stood up and started 
to follow them. Its arms had begun to elongate, 
dragging along the floor behind it. It moved 
stealthily, like a snake cornering a field mouse, but 
was having trouble. The wounds it received had 
drained some of its power, but not enough to stop it. 
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Tom was amazed that the rest of the 
building was empty. They found no resistance, and 
within minutes were outside. 

“Which way should we go?” Patti cried. “I 
don’t remember where we are.” 

Tom gripped her hand. “Don’t worry, we'll 
find a way.” He bent down and hugged all three 
kids at once. Their sobs tore at his heart, unleashing 
pent up anger he had never experienced before, and 
he used that anger to help him find the strength to 
carry on. 

“This way,” he ordered, pulling his family 
along a small path off to the left. “This will 
probably lead to some back alley; at least it will be 
safer there.” 

The row of security guards lined the 
walkway. Their faces reflected their orders: to seek 
out and apprehend the family at all costs. Failure to 
do so would result in their extermination. 

Tom came to an abrupt stop. The guards 
stared at him and he back at them. The gun in his 
hand was obviously empty, but he held onto it 
nonetheless. 

“All we want is to get out of here. Just let us 
leave, and there won’t be any trouble.” 

The guards started to move forward, more 
appearing seemingly from thin air behind the others. 
Soon the walkway was thick with hostile, armed — 
to- the- teeth bodies. 

And then THEY stepped forward. 

Mother Sing, Furry Gurry, Bonzo, Little 
Miss Little, and Johnny Mouse. 

The fabled characters shoved their way 
through the security guards, teeth gnashing, claws 
clenching, eyes spinning. They were all there in 
their deformed glory. 
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Little Miss Little stepped forward first. A 
thin, forked tongue slipped out through her lips and 
tested the air for prey. Behind her five pale elves 
hunched closely like a pack of snarling wolves. She 
reached back and slapped the closest one for no 
apparent reason. The elf whimpered for a moment 
and then resumed growling. 

Tom watched horrified as the creatures 
released a faint mist from their hideous bodies, the 
color of which was unlike anything he or his family 
had ever seen before. The plumes rose delicately, 
spiraling upward, extending towards the sky, and 
spreading out in a blanketing effect, coating 
everything with their stain. 

Tom pulled Patti and the kids off to the 
right, skirting the snarling figures. The creatures 
howled in rage and motioned for the guards to 
follow. But Tom and his family were too quick, and 
managed to elude them easily. They hide beneath a 
deserted souvenir stand, catching their breath. 

“Tom, we have to get to the car,” Patti 
gasped. “It’s our only chance.” 

“IT know, I know,” Tom replied. He couldn’t 
help but wonder what was happening to all the other 
people in the park. Were they being attacked also? 

The sky swirled with blackish, purple 
clouds, blotting out any trace of the sun, revealing 
huge masses of angry winged creatures circling 
high above. The wind whipped around in a frenzy, 
stirring the very foundations of the surrounding 
buildings, knocking over anything not fastened 
securely to the ground. 

Tom glanced around, trying to shake off the 
disorientation that hindered his thinking. His mind 
blurred with the horrible events that had befallen his 
family, and the possibility of worse things to come. 
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“Tom! Over there!” Patti whispered, trying 
desperately to suppress her voice. “On the far side 
of that building.” 

Tom shook his head to clear it, and looking 
up, noticed what Patti was referring to; a small 
pathway, nestled snugly between an arcade and a 
row of large bushes. Taking a deep breath Tom 
pulled his family behind him, running straight for 
the pathway, never once looking back. 

And to their great relief, it led right to the 
front entrance gates. 

But the three burly security guards patrolling 
the entrance temporarily deterred any thoughts of 
escape that way. 

The family huddled near the restroom 
building, a large facility off to the right of the 
turnstiles. 

“What now?” Patti asked. 

“Daddy”, Peter whined. “I don’t like this 
place anymore. I wanna go home.” 

Tom shushed his son. “Don’t worry,” he 
consoled. “We are getting out of here, I promise.” 
He looked at Patti. “I'll distract them while you take 
the kids through the gate the farthest on the left. 
There’s only one guard by it.” 

The worry on Patti’s face spoke more than 
words ever could. “Please be careful,” she 
whispered. 

Tom smiled. “Don’t worry about me. You 
just get the kids through that gate. I'll be there one 
way or another.” 

Tom gave the children a kiss, and picking up 
a mottled branch lying nearby, proceeded to make 
his way towards the entranceway. 

Two of the security guards quickly spotted 
him. They motioned for the other guard to join them 
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as Tom approached them, tree limb dangling 
menacingly from his hand. 

“You want a piece of this!” he shouted. 
“Then let’s go!” He turned and started to run. 

Patti watched her husband’s brave act from 
the safety of their hiding spot, and when all three 
guards started chasing after Tom, leaving the 
turnstiles unattended, she yanked the kids up and 
darted towards the gates. 

Tom saw them, smiling to himself as he ran. 
The guards were not very agile and he was easily 
able to outrun them and do a quick one- eighty, 
heading towards Patti and the kids. He flung the 
branch directly at the head of the nearest guard, 
shattering his face into an impossible mass of gore, 
then he managed to pull a metal rod that was 
positioned across a ticket booth window off its 
hinges. This too was catapulted at the head of a 
pursuing security officer. 

The guard’s head disintegrated into bloody 
pulp. 

The third guard managed to grab Tom’s 
shoulder as he was running through the turnstiles. 
The grip felt like the bite of a shark. Tom screamed 
in agony, but was able to whirl around and land a 
violent blow to the side of the guard’s face, 
knocking him to the ground. 

“Come on! Let’s go!” Patti shouted as she 
pushed the screaming children along. “Tom!” 

Tom regained his balance and sprinted to 
where his family was waiting for him near the 
parking lot. 

““Where’d we park?” he shouted. “You have 
the keys?” 
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Patti fumbled in her purse for a tense 
moment before yanking the minivan keys out. 
“Found them!” she announced. 

The family started to run towards the 
parking lot; safety was only a few feet away. 

Tom eyes focused immediately on the 
minivan, its blue rear hatchback jutting out from the 
other cars. “There it is!” he exclaimed. “Let’s go!” 

Behind them they heard the screams coming 
from the park, along with some sounds they 
couldn’t even begin to describe. The creatures were 
killing everyone; God only knew how or why. 

And it sounded like they were getting closer. 

But then something happened that neither 
Tom, or Patti, or any of the children expected...the 
ground itself fell off, nearly two feet, and it was 
getting deeper. And the growing rift was not only in 
front of them, it stretched as far as they could see in 
any direction; concrete and asphalt crumbling, grass 
and trees plunging into the surrealistic nightmare. 

Tom acted quickly. Without hesitating, he 
catapulted over the cleft, pulling his family along 
with him. The whole group landed with a painful 
thud on the seemingly solid ground of the parking 
lot. They immediately forced themselves to get up 
and sprinted towards their minivan, trying to ignore 
the howling things gathering at the gate in ever 
increasing numbers. 

Tom flung open the doors of the van and 
literally pushed the children inside. In a flash, he 
was behind the wheel, turning the ignition key and 
revving the engine. 

“Hang on!” he cried as he smashed the gas 
pedal to the floor. The minivan careened out of its 
parking spot, bouncing off several nearby cars in 
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the process. Tom couldn’t help himself and glanced 
in the rear-view mirror as they sped away. 

What he saw not only froze the blood in his veins, 
but also had him seriously doubting his own sanity. 

The entire amusement park was lifting up, 
separating from the surrounding lot. It was rising 
steadily, revealing a dark crevice of untold depth 
beneath it. A thick, reddish glow then illuminated 
from deep inside the huge fissure. Tom could see a 
faint outline of complex machinery, humming 
unevenly, spitting out curls of black smoke, and 
nearly crashed into a tree as he watched Funland, or 
what masqueraded as Funland, rising up into the air. 
The alien things were still perched on its rim, 
snarling and growling at their escaped prey. 

“T think we’re all right now,” Patti moaned, 
cradling Jenny to her chest. “But what are we going 
to do?” 

“Somebody else had to have seen or heard 
something,” Tom countered. 

“T don’t know. There doesn’t seem to be 
anyone else around.” 

“Whatever. We’re getting away from this 
place right now. We’ll worry about telling someone 
later.” 

The blue minivan recklessly sped away, its 
occupants never looking back as they fought the 
nightmares that already started to descend on their 
minds. 

After a few miles had passed Tom felt 
compelled to slow the van, gradually rolling along 
until he decided to pull over and comfort his family. 
Gravel crunched under the tires as he rolled to a 
stop on the side of the road. 

“Everyone all right?” he half-heartingly 
asked, not fully expecting a healthy response. But to 


7 


his surprise and delight Patti and all three kids were 
reasonably calm. 

“We’re all fine,” Patti said, a hollow smile 
forming on her weary face. “But what are we gonna 
do?” 

Tom sighed. “I’m not sure.” He looked at 
his children and his heart ached for them. “But Pll 
tell you one thing though, we’re not gonna watch 
any Funland movies anymore.” 

The minivan filled with nervous laughter. 
Tom reached over and grabbed Patti’s hand. Their 
love for each other and for their children helped pull 
them through a nightmare beyond anything anyone 
ever experienced. Their bond was strong. 

And it was a good thing it was, because a 
few miles down the road madness awaited in the 
form of a sign, which had recently shot up out of the 
ground, a six-inch steel pole standing vertically 
beneath it. On it, the words were printed in large, 
easy to read letters. 


THE CITY OF POINTBAY WELCOMES YOU. 
HOME OF FUNLAND AND MOTHER SING’S 
REALM OF HAPPINESS. 


And beyond the sign, grumbling in the 
depths of the Earth, the things waited. 
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THE THING’S LULLABYE 


The fierce wind bit into Gerry’s face as he 
blindly made his way towards the back of his 
property. His ominous destination: the grave of his 
beloved dog Rusty. 

The inclement weather was doing its best to 
hinder every step Gerry took, throwing dirt and 
various twigs in his face and pushing back at his 
forward motion. But he continued on; he had to 
reach the grave. He knew it might be the only way 
to stop the nightmares, and hopefully, the 
incessantly maddening melody which plagued him. 

Turning around, Gerry craned his neck 
slightly, enjoying a slight reprieve from the 
blistering gale. His house loomed in the distance 
behind him, seemingly miles away. It was 
somewhat hidden by many trees, their huge limbs 
swaying violently back and forth in the wind, but he 
could still see his new dog, Chipper, in the large 
window in the back of the house. Chipper had his 
glossy, black snout pressed against the glass, 
watching his new owner intently, waiting until his 
master would come back to the warm, dry home. 

Gerry shielded his eyes as best he could. 
Through the blowing tempest he could just barely 
see the outline of the wooden cross he’d planted 
above Rusty’s final resting place. It wasn’t much, 
especially considering what a good dog Rusty had 
been, but he was planning on making a better one 
when he had a chance. 
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It was a simple marker, a crudely 
constructed tombstone of two-by-fours and a few 
heavy coats of urethane, with Rusty’s birth and 
death dates painted across its front. Not much, but 
Gerry knew Rusty wouldn’t have minded. 

When the dreams started they were vague at 
first, but steadily increased in both number and 
intensity. In them Rusty stood outside Gerry’s 
bedroom window, hardly moving at all, waiting, 
hoping to be let into the house and be sheltered 
from the chilly night air. 

Gerry would sit up in bed and watch his 
deceased dog. Part of him wanted to run over to the 
window and comfort his furry friend, but the 
realization that his pet was dead slid into his mind 
and he recoiled back in fear. 

And then Rusty would start growling and 
baring his teeth. His eyes would begin to glow faint 
red, gradually increasing to a shade so bright that 
Gerry would have to shield his eyes. The glass 
windowpane would hardly seem like something 
strong enough to keep a rabid dog out, but it did. 
Rusty could not pass it, regardless of his seemingly 
supernatural powers. 

Gerry would eventually work up enough 
courage to get up out of bed, but always unsure 
what to do, would simply stare at his deceased pet 
in disbelief. 

Their eyes would lock with a blank gaze; 
Rusty’s penetrating into Gerry’s very soul, 
corrupting his mind with cold, dark visions of what 
would happen if he were to gain entry into the 
house. 

Gerry resisted as much as he could, but 
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when the delicate, chilling melody began to seep 
into his head, he felt himself being drawn toward 
the window where the corpse of Rusty waited. 

Gerry always managed to stave off Rusty in 
the dreams though, usually waking up in a cold 
sweat to an empty bedroom. But when the strange 
melody began invading his waking hours, during 
work or at home in the evening, he knew he had to 
do something. So he followed the inner voice 
directing him to the far back corner of his 
yard...Rusty’s grave. 

The beam from the flashlight was doing its 
best to cut through the darkness but was losing the 
battle. Gerry tried to focus the light on the grave, 
but succeeded only in illuminating a dense but 
vague wall of mist, which only hinted at the grave 
hidden within it. But he pushed forward regardless, 
spurred on by the icy recollection of the terrible 
dreams and haunting melody which plagued him. 

The small mound of turned soil lay in front 
of him just as it had the day he buried his dog. 
Rusty’s image floated in his mind; barking, chasing 
his tail, gulping down the wet slop in his food bowl. 
The fond memories brought a smile to Gerry’s face, 
although a hollow one. He loved Rusty and 
struggled to understand just why he would harbor 
animosity towards him. 

Rusty’s head split the soil, followed 
immediately by his front paws. His expression was 
marred by decay, and Gerry watched horrified as a 
generous helping of dirt-encrusted worms slid off 
his face, spilling onto the ground in a writhing mass 
of disgusting movement. The melody started then as 
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well, ringing in Gerry’s ears just like it had in his 
dreams. 

But this time he wasn’t dreaming. And it 
wasn’t coming from inside his head. It emanated 
from another source...one close by. 

Very close by. 

Forcing himself to pull his gaze away from 
Rusty, Gerry spun around; attempting to locate just 
where the melody was coming from, but not seeing 
anything at all, he whirled back around to face his 
dead dog. 

Rusty was still clawing his way out of his 
grave, but much more slowly, almost as if he were 
tiring. He lifted what was left of his snout and let a 
fractured growl out; greenish spittle dripping from 
his mouth. 

Unsure of what to do Gerry tried hard to 
fight back happier memories of Rusty. They would 
only make it harder to kill it he concluded. Much 
harder. 

The melody continued to pry into Gerry’s 
mind, peeling back his defenses. It gave no clues as 
to its origins, humming in the damp night air, 
teasing with the power it seemingly held over all 
who heard it. 

Gerry frantically searched for a fallen tree 
branch, anything he could use to fend off Rusty, 
who was nearly out of his grave. Soggy and reeking 
of death, the canine corpse finally pried itself free of 
its earthly confines, and struggled to reach its 
former owner. And with a groan of anguish it raised 
its desiccated head to the night sky and howled in a 
terrible symphony of death before collapsing into a 
lifeless heap before its startled onlooker. 
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Gerry felt relieved, but it was short-lived, 
for directly behind him, emerging from the bushes, 
was the architect of the trap. 

The thing shambled forward, exposing itself 
to its prey. It continued rubbing its fangs together, 
producing the strange melody which captivated the 
human before it. It was easily capable of 
overcoming any creature due to its size and 
strength, but preferred to secure its meals using its 
own unique hunting abilities. 

Gerry stood frozen, unable to move, unable 
to escape. He was a sitting duck, an edible statue 
awaiting his fate. 

The thing sprang forward, unable to resist 
the food before it any longer. And when it had 
finished its meal it turned its numerous eyes 
towards the house in the misty night and to the dog 
in the window. 
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CONJUNCTIONS 


“T knew it!” Todd exclaimed as he slammed 
the heavy book shut. He wasn’t in the least bit 
surprised when the tome exploded into a puff of 
golden smoke. 

The genie leaned back against a huge oak 
tree. Even its partially ethereal form was still great 
enough to bend the trunk slightly. A golden hue 
bathed its ancient visage. 

“Are you prepared to make your second 
wish?” it boomed. 

Todd stood up and rubbed his stubbled chin. 
The possibilities were endless now that he found a 
loophole, apparently one large enough to drive a 
truck through no less. He eyed the glowing form of 
the genie. 

“You know I majored in English back in 
college.” 

The genie was becoming irritated. “Your 
second wish?” it repeated in a darker tone. 

Todd ignored the genie’s imposing 
mannerisms. 

“A conjunction,” he continued, “is a word or 
words that join other words, groups of words, or 
sentences. They also show relationships between 
ideas.” 

The genie’s expression grew threatening. It 
floated over to where Todd was standing, looming 
over him with its menacing, gaseous form. 

“Your incessant babbling tests my patience 
mortal.” 
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Todd smiled up at the creature. “Please, just 
bear with me.” 

“Your second wish?” 

“I’m getting to that. You see Mr. Genie, I 
thumbed through your rule book, which as you may 
recall was my first wish.” 

The genie nodded in resignation. 
“Continue.” 

“Thank you. As I was saying, I went through 
your book and found no mention as to the use of 
conjunctions, nor any restriction as to wish 
structure. Only the basic limitations are covered: 
cannot raise the dead; cannot alter or delete love; 
and of course the most obvious: cannot wish for 
more wishes.” 

The genie rose up into a huge pillar of 
golden flame, bloated with immense but flawed 
power. 

“Enough of this foolishness!” it bellowed, 
shaking the very forest with its cries. “Make your 
last two wishes!” 

“T will. I will. I promise,” Todd said as 
calmly as he could. “Your book stated the 
punishment for breaking any of the rules was... 
well let’s just say you wouldn’t want to be on the 
receiving end of it. And with that, I am prepared to 
make my second wish.” 

“Proceed,” the genie snarled as it gradually 
shrunk back to the size it was when Todd had first 
released it from the lamp: about seven feet tall. 

Todd casually sauntered over to the edge of 
the campfire. 

“T wish for ten million United States dollars, 
tax-free, in ten-thousand dollar denominations...no, 
deposited directly into my Money Market account 
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at Trust Bank. 

And...a brand new Porsche 918 Spyder... 

And...the ability to fly... 

And...enormous musical talent, including 
but not limited to drums, guitar, keyboards, and 
flute.” He once dated a girl who played the flute so 
well he’d fallen in love with the instrument. 

“And...” 

The genie’s arms elongated into a swirling, 
golden mist as it encircled its new temporary 
master. The stench of sulfur drifted upwards, 
tainting the forest air and corrupting the night with 
its promise of doom. 

“Are you finished?” the genie asked quietly, 
but still with enough conviction to easily cut 
through Todd’s words. 

“And...perfect health... 

And...world peace... (He felt an obligation 
to do something for everyone else). 

And... 

The genie smiled a devilish smile as its 
ethereal form darkened. Forest animals scurried 
away, fleeing for their lives. The campfire began to 
wane, sputtering as it splashed its depleting warmth 
into the chilled air. And as it began to bear down on 
its clueless victim the genie convulsed in a 
poisonous mockery of a dance...of death. 

Todd finally stopped his wish making when 
he felt the hot breath on his back. 

“What? What’s going on? I wasn’t done 
yet:” 

The genie swept its master up in its powerful 
embrace. 

“You broke a rule. Your fate is sealed.” 

Todd was dumbfounded. “What? What do 
you mean? I checked your rulebook.” 
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“You wished to see the tome of my 
restrictions,” the genie replied while flexing its 
fingers in anticipation of what was to come, “but 
your wish was singular-only ONE book. But, 
foolish mortal, there is yet another volume which 
has yet to be viewed by yourself.” 

Todd was having trouble breathing. The 
mist from the genie was clogging his senses, 
disorienting him, weakening his grip on life. 

“But...but that’s not fair. I...” 

The genie laughed, a deep reverberation that 
echoed in the forest. 

“Behold fool,” it boomed. “Part two.” 

And the last thing Todd saw before he 
slipped into oblivion was an enormous black book. 
It was frayed from age, and scrawled across its 
cover was one word, that although simple in its 
structure, was nonetheless profound in its 
implication: 

And... 
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IF ONLY 


Rick looked over at the stark white paper 
hanging on the cork bulletin board above his desk. 
Black numbers in chronological order dotted its 
face, each framed by a perfect white square. At the 
top, as if overseeing its children, was one simple 
word. Another number was next to it. 

“July 13", 2010,” Rick mumbled to himself. 
His thin voice echoed in his empty office. “July 
13". he repeated as if by saying the date more than 
once it would somehow change what had happened. 

He focused on the small, red mark he had 
scribbled next to July 13" on the calendar. It was 
really nothing more than a little X, which he had 
jotted down as a reminder of sorts to keep him 
aware of that terrible day. 

And how he remembered that day: the warm 
blue sky that morning; the gentle breeze bending the 
palm trees; the comforting promise the day offered. 
It all coalesced into a pleasant memory. 

But then it happened. One minute he’d been 
strolling along the parking lot, sunglasses on his 
face, keys jangling from his khaki shorts, and the 
next minute he found himself face-down on the hot 
asphalt with convulsions wracking his body and a 
stabbing pain prying his head open. He had passed 
out and went into seizures. They had to sedate him, 
and rushed him to the hospital in a screaming and 
very expensive ambulance. Once there he had a 
CAT scan and numerous blood tests. And after 
nothing turned up and he was released, shaken, but 
wiser with a new perspective on the frailty of life. 
Especially his own. 
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“July 13",” Rick mumbled over and over 
again. The words slid out of his dry mouth and 
fluttered momentarily in front of his face before 
fading into nothingness. 

“Tf only I would have known I could’ve done more 
to prevent it. If only...” 

His tired gaze swung back to the calendar, 
and inevitably, July 13". A blank white square 
encased the number. 

“Wait a minute, where’s the...” 

His eyes darted over to July 20" and the tiny 
X scrawled next to it. And then back to July 13". 

The impossibility of what he was seeing was 
trying mightily to reach his brain but was being 
hindered by common sense. He knew very well he 
had marked July 13" with the red_X, not July 20". 
The 13" was the day he passed out and found 
himself strapped across a gurney in a hospital. He 
was positive it was the 13”. 

Rick felt his stomach twist and his head 
grow light. The world around him distorted: lights 
faded and flickered, the temperature rose, the air 
itself seemed stale, tainted with infection. He 
slapped his hands onto his desk in a frantic attempt 
to steady himself. He shook his head, trying to clear 
his mind. He had trouble breathing. 

A quick glance back at the calendar proved 
that nothing had changed. The X he had written next 
to July 13" to mark the day of his health scare had 
not only moved to the 21‘ but appeared to be 
inching its way to yet another date: July 31°, which 
happened to be the present day. More out of instinct 
than anything else, Rick swatted the X with his hand 
as if it were some type of bug. At the very least he 
hoped to stop its progress, at the most, kill it. 


88 


But slowly and steadily the mark kept 
moving towards its new destination. And with each 
day it passed over Rick felt worse and worse. 

July 28": His limbs convulsed and his back 
stiffened. 

July 29"": His stomach tightened and his 
neck throbbed. 

July 30": a churning paralysis slid up his 
legs and into his mid-section. His bladder emptied. 
His arms hung uselessly at his sides. 

And then the X crossed the thin black line 
that separated the dates. It inched across the blank 
white square of July 1“ and eventually settled next 
to the number. It squatted there, and Rick was 
certain that if it had eyes it would have been staring 
at him. 

The feeling that he had made a terrible 
mistake crossed Rick’s mind at that moment and 
settled there like a stone at the bottom of a well. 
Perhaps he shouldn’t have marked the date on the 
calendar. Maybe whoever or whatever governed 
such things would have let him slide, looked the 
other way, given him a second chance so to speak. 

But it was too late for that now. His fate was 
sealed once he scrawled the X on the calendar. 
Apparently that simple act somehow alerted the 
powers that be to their oversight. 

Out of the corner of his eye Rick noticed the 
X glowing on the calendar. The room darkened 
then, the stale aroma of impending death wafting 
into his nose. His eyes fluttered in the darkness as 
he tried to overcome whatever malady was 
threatening him, but it was no use, he was doomed. 

And just before he passed into oblivion he 
caught sight of the last thing he would ever see: the 
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red marker lying on top of his desk, a slight trickle 
of blood leaking from its tip. 
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BUSINESS AS USUAL 


Brock looked up from his desk. On the far 
wall, between two tall file cabinets, was an over- 
sized wall clock. It silently displayed the time: 4:57 
p.m. 

He sighed. Still three minutes to go until 
five o’clock. He was tired after the long work day 
and wanted nothing more than to clock out and 
make a beeline straight for his house, where a hot 
shower and his remote control awaited him, not to 
mention his recliner and a few bags of potato chips. 

Mr. Antag glared at Brock through his office 
window. His small, pale face was tightened into an 
annoyed stare, occasionally punctuated by a raised 
eyebrow or flared nostril. He didn’t like 
clockwatchers. Not on company time. 

Brock noticed his boss watching him but 
paid him no heed. It was only two more minutes 
until he got off, and that’s all that mattered. 
Nevertheless, he ran a pen over a few papers on his 
desk just to look busy. 

“Did you ask her out yet?” Dean asked with 
a sly grin. “She keeps looking over at you, you 
idiot. What are ya waitin for, a certified letter?” 

Brock smiled at his co-worker. “Don’t 
worry none,” he said calmly. “Ill ask her soon. Just 
have to wait for the right moment.” 

He looked around Dean’s soft physique. Sue 
Marie, all 105 beautiful pounds of her, smiled at 
him from behind her desk. 

The clock on the wall displayed the time 
clearly for all employees, eliciting sighs of relief 
and excited chatter. Brock promptly dropped his 
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pen and gathered his briefcase, coffee mug and car 
keys. He sauntered over to the timeclock. He slid 
his card into the slot and listened for the click. 

“Wanna catch the Wings game tonight?” 
Terrell asked. His gleaming white teeth nearly 
blinded Brock. 

“No thanks. I’m just gonna chill tonight. 
Rented a couple of good horror movies.” 

“Suit yourself man.” 

“Thanks anyway.” 

Brock walked over to the door, ignoring the 
leering face of Mr. Antag. He loosened his cheap tie 
and twisted his head from side to side to separate it 
from his neck a little. Satisfied, he turned the 
doorknob and swung the door open. And then he 
whirled around and looked back at the office. 

It was completely empty. 

Wispy trials of cobwebs were draped over 
everything in sight. Shadows hung in every corner. 
The dust of months coated every piece of furniture, 
every chair, every desk, every lamp and computer 
monitor. 
getting used to cryptic sights such as this one, but 
they still frightened him. Every time he took a stroll 
down memory lane he still wound up with a bad 
case of the willies. When reality reared its ugly head 
and looked him dead in the eyes he felt like curling 
up into a fetal position in some forgotten corner of 
the world. 

When a higher authority had apparently 
decided to end mankind’s time on Earth and 
efficiently deleted its existence Brock had been 
sound asleep. He didn’t remember what he dreamt 
that night or even when he went to bed. All he knew 
was that when he woke up the following morning to 
the annoying buzzing of his alarm clock everyone 
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was gone. Mr. Antag, Dean, Sue Marie, his parents, 
the newscasters on channel two, the Detroit Red 
Wings, the pizza delivery guy. You name them, 
they were gone. Even the goldfish that swam 
around the oversized glass globe perched on the 
mantel above his television set. 

Simply not there anymore. 

“Sometimes I don’t know why I even try,” 
Brock sighed, his tired voice echoing in the empty 
office. “I’m not even sure what the point is 
anymore.” 

But deep down in his heart he knew very 
well why he struggled on: the instinct to survive. 
The inherent trait shared by every living thing that 
ever existed. He didn’t understand what had 
happened, why everyone was gone, but he knew 
that for some reason he’d been spared. And he also 
knew that he wanted to stay alive, even if it meant 
doing so in a dead world. 

He spent the first days just trying to find 
anyone left alive. He searched shopping malls, 
movie theaters, and office buildings. He went 
through scores of neighborhoods, called dozens of 
numbers in the phone book, and drove for miles and 
miles in all directions, scanning the landscape for 
any sign of life. Nothing moved, much less lived. 
Nothing at all. 

With a fresh batch of depression settling 
over him Brock closed the office door behind him. 
The latch clicked into place, echoing into the vacant 
room. Without looking back he left the building and 
started his lonely walk to his empty home. His iPod 
sat snugly in his pant pocket, but he didn’t feel like 
listening to any music. Normally, classical pieces 
from Ravel, Bach, Beethoven, and his personal 
favorite: Wagner, would have been on the agenda. 
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“Ride of the Valkyries” always lifted his spirits, 
transporting him back to that iconic scene in 
“Apocalypse Now” where the classical opus was 
played in the helicopters before the raid. And the 
irony was not lost on him either: an apocalyptic 
world, stained with the deaths of thousands, even 
hundreds of thousands of people. Only in this case it 
involved millions, possibly even billions. 

The probing fingers of insanity constantly 
tried to pry their way into Brock’s mind. He 
struggled to keep them at bay, striving mightily to 
keep himself occupied, to maintain some semblance 
of normalcy in what was left of his shattered, 
solitary existence. And for the most part he was 
successful. 

He continued doing the things he enjoyed 
doing when there were other people around: 
listening to music, watching movies, writing fiction, 
exercising, but sometimes he had to admit to 
himself that it wasn’t enough. Sometimes the fear of 
being alone would rear its ugly head and drag him 
down with it. 

And then one warm sunny day it occurred to 
him. He could successfully stave off insanity (or 
worse: death) by engaging in the more mundane 
aspects of life. Simply pass each day like nothing 
had ever happened in the first place. 

And so Brock got up out of the warm 
comfort of his bed five days a week and trudged off 
to the office where he’d spend eight hours doing 
menial tasks that didn’t matter anymore and 
listening to his imaginary boss. It was strange at 
first, but eventually he adapted to his newfound 
therapy quite well. 

The pair of eyes followed Brock from the 
dark alleyway, watching him stroll by. They 
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followed him as he walked down the deserted 
sidewalk. They squinted as their owner pondered 
just who this other survivor was, and where he was 
heading, and how he had survived. 

“Excuse me,” the soft voice blurted out from 
the darkness. “Hello? Mister?” 

Brock stopped dead in his tracks. At first he 
thought it was his mind playing 
tricks on him. He hadn’t come across another 
person in months, and the fact that he let his mind 
wander free sometimes and create imaginary people 
and situations only added to the possibility that the 
voice wasn’t real. 

He cautiously turned. “W...who’s there? 
Come out. I won’t hurt you.” 

Part of the reason he’d been able to summon 
the courage to confront the voice was the tone of it. 
It was undoubtedly female, probably a girl of no 
more than ten or twelve years old and rang with 
sincerity. 

A short uneasy silence ensued. And just 
when Brock had resigned the mystery voice to his 
imagination a small, blond-haired girl stepped out 
of the shadows and onto the sidewalk. She faced 
Brock calmly, her eyes wide and nervous. 

“My name’s Carol,” she said while sizing 
Brock up. “I thought I was the only one left.” 

Brock smiled at her. She appeared harmless 
and even familiar in some strange sort of way. 

“T’m Brock,” he replied. “Brock Stayon” 

The little girl smiled back. “Do you have 
anything to eat? I'd kill for some fast food.” 

Brock laughed. Just the thought that he 
wouldn’t have to be alone anymore made his heart 
flutter in his chest. “I’m afraid there isn’t much 
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around that’s still edible. But I do have some 
canned goods.” 

Carole nodded politely despite her 
disappointment. She reached back into the alley and 
pulled out a small pink purse and dirty beige scarf. 
“That sounds fine,” she said as she wrapped the 
scarf around her tiny neck and shouldered the purse. 
“I’m starved.” 

The last two people on Earth walked side by 
side down the cracked, weed-strewn sidewalk. 
Conversation was sparse: sporadic questions about 
their families or friends or where they were when 
mankind had vanished. 

Brock was excited to finally have someone 
he could talk to. There were so many things he 
wanted to show her, so many places he wanted to 
take her. A grin stretched across his face when he 
realized that now he wouldn’t have to pretend 
anymore. 

“T am curious about one more thing though,” 
Carol said quietly while they walked. She looked at 
Brock as they strolled past a row of deserted retail 
shops: a shoe store, shadows hanging over empty 
displays, a woman’s clothes store, the latest 
fashions hanging on dust-coated mannequins, and 
an abandoned newsstand, the last periodicals dated 
four months earlier. 

Brock stopped and turned to Carol. “Yeah? 
What’s that.” He was fumbling in his pockets, 
trying to locate his house keys. 

The smile on Carol’s face disappeared, to be 
replaced with a serious, 
tightened expression. “How have you managed to 
keep from losing your mind?” 

Brock had been expecting that type of 
question and was ready for it. 
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“What’s worked for me is to treat each day 
like nothing ever happened. You know, don’t do 
anything different than what you would normally 
do. I call it business as usual.” 

Carol’s eyes widened. 

Brock continued. “I learned to pretend that 
everyone is still around and that nothing has 
changed. I know it sounds boring, even crazy, but 
it’s helped me from going crazy.” 

Carol smiled and nodded her head. 
“Actually, I don’t think it sounds crazy at all. I do 
the same thing myself.” 

“Really?” 

“Oh yes. I just imagine there are other 
people around and then I go about my daily 
business, doing nothing different that what I would 
normally do.” Her eyes roamed over to the 
newsstand. A tattered newspaper lay on the ground 
next to the splintered, dry-rotted counter. It was 
yellowed and frayed but still somewhat legible. 


CANNIBAL KILLER LEAVES YET ANOTHER 
VICTIM. 
POLICE RUNNING OUT OF TIME. 
FEW CLUES LEFT BEHIND FOR 
AUTHORITIES. 


Brock turned back around and continued 
walking. Carol was right behind him. 

“T hope you’re hungry,” he said. “It won’t be 
a giant feast but I’ve managed to find some decent 
stuff that’s still edible.” 

“I’m sure whatever you have will be fine,” 
Carol replied while unzipping her pink purse and 
loosening her scarf. She slid her hand into the purse 
and withdrew an eight-inch serrated hunting knife. 
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Her father had given it to her as a gift. “Passing 
down family tradition” he had called it. “I’m so 
hungry I could eat anything,” she said with a sly 
grin. “Ever since everybody disappeared I haven’t 
had one good meal.” 

“T still can’t believe I found someone else 
alive,” Brock beamed. 

Carol smiled even wider, the jagged tips of 
her filed teeth poking out between her pink lips. 

“Yeah me too,” she drawled in a slightly 
deeper tone. “Me too.” 
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UNDER WHITE SHEETS 


“The old place has been deserted for years,” 
Rob said with a glint in his eye. “Nobody has gone 
inside since that crazy old guy Paater went and died. 
He croaked right after the Big Freeze hit town.” He 
paused for a moment, just to gauge the reaction of 
the new kid. “Yeah he was a real weird one too. 
Had more money than God.” 

Tim remembered hearing about the Big 
Freeze from his parents. It covered half the state of 
Ohio. The temperature had suddenly dropped like 
sixty or seventy degrees. People froze to death, 
businesses shut down, and power lines cracked. 

“So what’s the deal with the house?” Tim 
asked. Being the new kid in town and trying to get 
into the club he didn’t want to seem too pushy, but 
felt like he had a right to know, especially since he 
was going to be the one going into the place. 

Rob looked over at Nate, who in turn 
glanced at Jack. 

“Well the story is,” he said slyly, the yellow 
glow of the flashlight glinting off his eyes, “that 
when Paater died he left no heirs. He stipulated in 
his will that all his possessions, including the house, 
were to be locked up tight as a drum. Sealed for all 
eternity.” 

Timothy was dumbfounded. “How could he 
do that? I mean, you’d think that somebody would 
have been able to get their hands on the place.” 

Rob grinned as Nate and Jack leaned back. 
They were all loving it. 

“Paater knew that others would try and get 
his stuff so he made it crystal-clear that the house 
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and all it contained were never to be touched. And 
to this very day nobody has set foot inside that 
place, although some have tried. Paater left enough 
money to pay the taxes and saw to it that the only 
thing to ever get the house was time and the 
elements.” 

“And that’s where you come in,” Nate said, 
his bony finger pointing at Timothy. 

“Yeah,” Jack added. “If you wanna join our 
club you have to go into the house tonight and bring 
something back to us.” 

Timothy was starting to feel scared. “What 
do I have to get?” 

Rob leaned in close to him, so close his 
thick black hair practically tickled Timothy’s nose. 

“Three things actually. My dad used to work 
as a paralegal in the office that handled Paater’s 
will. He told me that he saw an itemized list of 
some of the stuff in the house. He said that besides 
the usual collection of antiques and old books and 
stuff there were these three vases...” 

“Urns,” Jack corrected. 

Rob looked annoyed at the interruption. 
“Yeah, urns that held the ashes of Paater’s favorite 
pets. My dad said that the urns were priceless, laden 
with gold and precious gems. The old guy kept 
them in his basement, hidden under white sheets.” 

Nate smiled as wide as Rob. “And all you 
have to do is bring them back to us and you’re in.” 

“Why do you guys want those?” Timothy 
asked. ““They’re just ashes.” 

“Duh,” Rob snapped. “Gold, jewels. Do the 
math.” 

Timothy felt a wave of courage come over 
him. He’d do it. He’d go into the house, find the 
urns, and bring them back. He was a little 
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frightened at the prospect of the task before him but 
it would make a man out of him. 

“Tl do it,” he announced. “Tonight, eleven 
o’clock. I'll sneak out and be home by midnight. 
“T’ll have the urns for you guys first thing in the 
morning.” 

“Good,” Rob said while patting Timothy on 
the back. “Just don’t be late. Meet us here at ten.” 

Timothy felt good about himself. He’d face 
his fears and conquer them. By morning he’d be a 
man. 


* * * 


The house loomed in front of Timothy like 
some huge squatting beast. It sat in relative 
darkness, with only two small lamp posts 
illuminating it from either side towards the rear. 
The ghostly light gave the house an aura of 
malevolence, adding to its creepy disposition. 

Timothy held his flashlight out in front of 
him as if it were a weapon. He slowly but steadily 
trod his way up the cracked, weed-strewn driveway 
until he came to a tall, wrought iron fence. The 
enclosure wound its way through dead or dying 
bushes and several gnarled trees, effectively sealing 
off the time-weakened building from any potential 
intruders. 

But Timothy was young and agile, and he 
had a purpose, a mission to fulfill. He’d climbed 
many a tree in his short life and a simple iron fence 
was not going to deter him. And with one swift 
effort he scaled the rusty bars of the fence and 
gained access to the front entranceway of the house. 

Excited and determined thoughts flitted 
through Timothy’s mind. He was a stubborn kid, 
perhaps to a fault, but he had learned how to use it 
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to his advantage. If one tried long enough they’d 
eventually succeed. 

The front door loomed before him like a 
present on Christmas Eve, inviting and yet 
unattainable. He stepped up to the door and reached 
for the handle. It felt cold and neglected. Speckles 
of rust dotted its surface. He spit into his hands and 
gripped it tightly and with all his strength he 
twisted. 

It only took a few seconds for him to realize 
the futility of attempting to access the house 
through the front door. And so his attention focused 
on a small window to the left of the porch. 

It was partially hidden by vine creepers 
which snaked up the side of the house like arteries. 
Over the years they had grown right over the 
windowpane. 

Timothy inched his way along the brick 
until he was right in front of the window. It was 
small but still accessible. With determined hands he 
reached fro the frame and gave it a sharp nudge. 

And to his surprise it lifted up! 

His inner voice immediately warned him of 
the possibility that the window had been left open 
on purpose, but he dismissed the notion. There 
simply would not have been any reason for it. 

With determined effort he pulled himself up 
into the opening and into the house. 

The flashlight’s yellow beam roamed around 
Timothy’s surroundings. The room was bare, void 
of furnishings one would expect such a wealthy 
person such as Mr. Paater to have. 

Feeling nervous Timothy swung his 
flashlight around and checked the window. To his 
relief his earlier worries about it being left open 
were unfounded. It was the latch mechanism which 
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had simply rusted to the point that only a slight 
jarring shook it apart. The remains of it lay on the 
floor below the window. 

Satisfied, Timothy turned his attention back 
to his task. Time wouldn’t wait for him. He needed 
to find the urns and get out of the house quickly, 
before anyone became suspicious. Trespassing was 
a serious offence. Stealing was worse. 

The room was fairly small despite a usually 
high ceiling. Cobwebs hung from every wall, every 
corner, effectively adding to the already dismal 
atmosphere. A dusty chandelier dangled in the 
center of the room, reflecting sparse glints of 
moonlight. Timothy thought how grand it must have 
looked when it was fully operational. Several 
paintings of gloomy looking old men and women 
stared down from their perches on the walls, past 
trials and tribulations staining their weathered 
features. 

Timothy assumed one must be of Paater 
himself. It was larger than the others and had an 
ornate frame that alone must have been worth a 
fortune. The man in the painting appeared troubled 
and was looking off into the distance, as if he were 
unaware that he was being painted. 

His need to find the basement snapped 
Timothy out of his thoughts. His time was limited 
and he knew it. He couldn’t afford to sightsee. 
Without wasting another minute he briskly walked 
out of the room. 

The corridors of the house wound through 
the gloom like blind snakes, twisting in every 
direction. With only the thin beam of light from his 
flashlight Timothy worked his way through the 
dark. He wished he had brought along some type of 
schematic of the place, then he’d at least have an 
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idea of where he was going. But he foolishly 
thought that despite it being a mansion he’d have 
little trouble locating the basement. After all, how 
many basements could one house have? 

The damp, moldy smell wafted up from the 
floorboards. The odor clung to the dark-paneled 
walls, coating the empty rooms with its stench, 
sucking up whatever traces of fresh air still 
lingered. 

Timothy covered his face with his arm. He 
tried not to breathe too deeply. Up ahead he noticed 
that the hallway opened up into a large, furniture- 
laden room. He could see long-discarded chairs and 
tables stacked one next to the other. 

He picked up his pace and moved towards 
the room. 

Swinging the flashlight beam in front of him 
Timothy gazed at the ghostly shapes beneath the 
dust-coated sheets in the room. There were so many 
pieces of furniture he would have a difficult time to 
say the least just getting through it. Valuable time 
would be wasted. But he also couldn’t afford to turn 
back. He had a feeling that the open door on the far 
side of the room might lead to some type of 
basement. He directed his flashlight at the black 
rectangle in the doorway. 

And sure enough, he saw a flight of wooden 
stairs descending down into the darkness. 

He took a deep breath and squeezed through 
the furniture in the room until eventually he reached 
the basement doorway. 

But then he hesitated. Was joining the club 
really worth it? And what would it prove if he got 
caught, or worse, if he was hurt? What if he fell and 
broke his ankle? One of the steps might be rotted 
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and could completely break under him, sending him 
crashing down into the basement. 

But it wasn’t in his nature to quit. Giving up 
wasn’t in his vocabulary. Turning back simply 
wasn’t an option. He was determined to see the 
challenge through to the end; he’d already come so 
far. 

The first step felt soft as it yielded to his 
weight of his body. He crept forward slowly, taking 
every movement he made carefully. Time had 
obviously weakened the structure of the house and 
everything in it, so he had to balance safety with his 
desire to hurry. 

Timothy was on the fifth step when his 
flashlight began to flicker. He cursed himself for 
not replacing the batteries before he left his house; 
it was just one of those small details that are so 
easily forgotten. 

The staircase seemed to twist and turn 
forever. With every step Timothy took five or six 
more appeared in front of him. And the air was 
growing colder as well. It had a dry quality to it 
making it hard to inhale and causing his allergies to 
threaten. 

Timothy and the staircase slipped into 
darkness at that moment as his flashlight faded out 
completely. He stood there, alone with his fears, 
and struggling to maintain his resolve. He 
frantically shook the flashlight in a desperate 
attempt to retrieve light from it but it would not 
work. 

The silence was deafening, and despite 
knowing he was the only one in the house he still 
found himself almost wishing for some type of 
noise. 

Almost. 
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Eventually the flashlight popped on again 
and Timothy almost fainted in relief. But the 
urgency to move quickly now was even greater. The 
thought of being stranded again in total darkness 
was simply not an option he wanted to contemplate. 

The basement was nothing more than a 
damp cellar, complete with stained cinder-block 
walls and a dirt floor. Thin strands of cobwebs 
dangled from every corner, every scrap of rubbage. 
The light from Timothy’s flashlight was the only 
illumination. 

It was a fairly narrow space, no more than 
ten feet wide with a low ceiling of crumbling stone 
supported by thin, warped wooden beams. The dirt 
floor was cold and layered with mold. Small stones 
littered its surface. 

Timothy had to literally step around the 
debris, and stifle his breaths. He moved carefully 
and yet quickly His stomach grumbled with every 
step he took but he managed to ignore it. He had 
more pressing things on his mind, such as finding 
the urns and getting out of the house. 

Up ahead a small, misshapen archway 
appeared in the flashlight’s beam. A dense 
blackness filled the opening, revealing nothing 
about what lay beyond it. It was inviting and yet 
ominous. A chilled breeze lazily drifted from it. 

Timothy pressed forward despite his desire 
to turn back. He was so close he couldn’t leave, not 
when the goal of his mission was so tantalizingly 
close. Joining the club was secondary to him by 
then, as was showing Rob, Nate and Jack he was 
brave enough to do as they asked. What really 
mattered to him was proving to himself he was 
capable of the task. 
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Swinging the flashlight in front of him 
Timothy entered the opening. 

The three objects were in a corner of the 
empty room. Each was covered in a dingy white 
sheet and perched on a three-foot high rectangular 
stone. There were strange circular carvings on the 
rocks, similar to Egyptian hieroglyphics. A faint 
glow emanated from beneath the sheets, further 
adding to their mysterious nature. 

The flashlight began to flicker yet again, 
testing Timothy’s patience. He had to move 
quickly. He’d just grab the urns, shove them in his 
bag and leave the house. He could keep the strange 
things in his garage overnight. And in the morning 
he’d toss them in a box or something and head over 
to Rob’s place. Then he could... 

Darkness covered him as the flashlight 
sputtered out. And the odd glow from the urns had 
faded leaving him with no light whatsoever to orient 
himself with. 

But then just as quickly the flashlight came 
back on, although it briefly flickered again as if to 
remind its owner to hurry up. 

Timothy wasted no time. He sprinted over to 
the urns and in a one swift motion yanked the sheets 
off of all three. 

They weren’t what he expected. 

Each was nothing more than a plain metal 
box studded with broken stones and capped by a 
weathered lid, which was clipped into place by a 
thin latch. All in all something barely worthy of a 
garage sale. 

Could Rob’s dad have been wrong? Or 
maybe Paater had switched them out before he died. 
Or perhaps... 


107 


Darkness once again interrupted Timothy’s 
thoughts as his flashlight faded. He stood there, 
alone in the dark, unsure what to do. His head ached 
and the smell of the cellar was starting to get to him. 
But it was too late to turn back so he quickly pulled 
out a bag from his back pocket, unfolded it, and 
stuffed the urns into it. The containers clanked 
together, echoing in the dank room. 

The darkness was sapping his strength, 
draining his desire to escape. He whirled around 
and attempted to find his way back the way he 
came. The flashlight started to flicker on and off so 
he tapped it a few times against his leg. Eventually 
it stayed on. 

The stairs seemed made of mud as he 
climbed them. They groaned in protest as the 
weight of his body pressed down on them. With 
every movement he felt as if he were going to crash 
down through the steps and wind up back in the 
cellar. It was a thought that was so horrible he 
couldn’t get it out of his mind. 

Timothy had never been especially afraid of 
the dark or anything that it contained. He had a 
vivid imagination, but had a firm grip on its 
boundaries. Common sense usually won out with 
him. But when he finally reached the top of the 
stairs and stepped back into the large, furniture- 
laden room his irrational fears spun out of control. 

The place was different than it was before. 
Dozens of pieces of furniture, all hidden under 
dingy white sheets, were arranged in tight rows 
from wall to wall like soldiers lined up in formation. 
With the bag draped over his shoulder Timothy 
started to make his way through the room. 

The obstacles slowed him down (he was 
forced to navigate around them, occasionally 
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squeezing through pieces so close they were nearly 
touching), and it seemed like it took days just to 
reach the far side of the room. 

And then he made the mistake of turning 
back around and shining his flashlight into the 
room. 

All his life Timothy had rationalized 
everything. Nothing happened without a plausible 
explanation, without a reason. But what he saw then 
defied any reason or explanation. It was impossible 
and yet it was right there in front of him. 

The objects under the white sheets were 
shifting, trembling beneath their dusty covers as if 
trying to escape from under them. What appeared to 
have the shape of a high-back chair suddenly 
distended outward, twisting like a newborn chick 
breaking out of its shell. A supposed coffee table 
arched upward, forming an 
entirely new shape altogether. A small love seat 
shortened even more, curving in on itself like a 
massive worm that had been cut in half. It appeared 
to be in pain. 

The furniture, or whatever they were, then 
formed a symmetrical formation. There were 
dozens of them, all lined up, squirming beneath 
their respective white sheets. They filled the room 
completely. 

Timothy stumbled backward, nearly tripping 
over his own feet. The thick air clogged his senses, 
disorienting him to the point of passing out. He 
knew his flashlight, and his time, was running out. 

But his situation grew worse. Much, much 
worse. 

The things started to thread their way 
towards him. He stared in disbelief as the white 
shapes shimmied back and forth. They no longer 
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resembled furniture. Now they were wholly and 
utterly alien, twisting contours of multi-limbed 
abominations writhing in pained movements. 

At that moment the flashlight sputtered a 
few last times and then plunged the room into 
darkness. Timothy took a cautious step back, and 
then another. His heart thumped wildly in his chest, 
beating so hard it hurt. It was the only sound he 
heard, and it was deafening. 

Part of him wanted to simply drop the bag 
and hi-tail it out of the house as quickly as he could, 
but his inner voice reasoned against it. He’d come 
so far, facing impossible and frightening scenarios, 
and he’d survived. That alone said a lot about his 
character, and would prove to Rob, Nate and Jack 
that he was more than worthy of their club. 

He stood his ground. 

Directly in front of him, cloaked in 
darkness, he could hear the things moving towards 
him. The flashlight was useless, the batteries 
completely dead, and all he had were his wits. 

The sounds were drawing closer and closer 
to where he stood, the darkness punctuated by 
unnatural grunts and growls. It sounded as if there 
were hundreds of the things, thousands, all 
struggling to get at him. 

Timothy weakened his resolve and backed 
up while smacking the flashlight on his leg. If only 
he could get it to work again he’d have a chance. 
He’d at least have a fighting chance. The flashlight 
then suddenly kicked back on and immediately 
shone on what was approaching him. 

The creatures resembled distorted dogs. 
Mangy fur covered their grotesque bodies. Sporadic 
spots of infected skin poked through where the fur 
was thin. Their legs barely supported the swollen 
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mass of their bodies, and their hanging jaws were so 
full of jagged teeth it looked as if they couldn’t 
close them if they wanted to. 

And the eyes: a myriad of dripping red orbs 
reflecting a ruined perception of good and evil. 

At that moment all notions Timothy had of 
becoming a man fell away. The instinct to survive 
kicked in, overriding anything else. His desire to see 
another sunrise, another warm summer breeze in his 
hair, another smile on his mother’s face, became 
paramount. He wanted to live, and he intended to. 

He turned around and ran. 

It was difficult to locate a way out of the 
house in the dark. Things became disoriented, one’s 
senses of perception changes: a light switch is 
suddenly higher up on a wall; a chandelier hangs 
lower than it did before; a hallway seems narrower 
than it actually is. 

The faint glow from a full moon streamed 
into the house through a small rectangular window. 
It guided Timothy somewhat and he wasted little 
time stumbling towards it. His flashlight fell from 
his hands, and the impact caused it to click on one 
last time before failing completely. 

Timothy turned and glanced at it just as the 
beam of light went off. 

The dog things were stacked two or three 
high, their twisted bodies lying atop one another. 
The ones below were jiggling as they strained to 
support the weight of their brethren. The tattered 
remains of the white sheets that had covered them 
lay draped across their broad shoulders, necks, and 
feet. 

And they were all glaring at Timothy. 

In one swift, efficient motion Timothy 
bounded for the solitary window, flung the bag of 
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urns through the glass, and leapt out into the front 
yard of the house. And as he jumped to his feet he 
noticed the black opening of the window was 
empty. 

Confusion swirled in his mind, joining the 
fear and frustration already residing there. He half 
expected to see multiple sets of red eyes trained on 
him. But much to his relief there were none. 

Timothy never looked back as he ran 
straight for his house. 


* * * 


When he rolled over in bed Timothy looked 
at the alarm clock and a jolt of panic struck him. 

He’d overslept! It was nearly 11:30! 

Sitting up in bed Timothy felt the previous 
night’s memories rush into his aching head all at 
once: the deserted mansion; the changing parts of 
the house; his flashlight dying; and most of all the 
things under the white sheets. He would have gladly 
chalked it all up to having a bad dream but the 
vividness if the recollections were startling to say 
the least. 

That and the bag of urns lying in the corner 
of his bedroom. 

Within five minutes Timothy was dressed 
and shooting out the front door of his house. He 
headed straight for Rob’s house, hoping that the 
guys wouldn’t be too mad at him for being so late. 

Overhead, the morning was gradually 
sliding into afternoon as clouds began to gather. A 
stiff breeze crept in from the west, further dulling 
the day’s attempt at nice weather. And the 
temperature, despite being comfortable when he’d 
left his house, was rapidly dwindling, hovering 
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precariously closer and closer to fifty degrees, far 
below normal for that time of year. 

But Timothy hardly noticed. All that 
mattered to him was reaching the clubhouse with 
the urns. He’d accomplished his mission. He was a 
man. The things in the house were probably just his 
imagination, his mind fabricating things to 
challenge his resolve, to put him to the test so to 
speak. 

“You made it!” Rob cried, an enormous 
grin plastered across his face. “You’re late, but you 
made it!” 

Timothy walked up to him and dropped the 
bag at his feet. 

“T told you I would,” he said confidently. He 
gestured to the bag. “And they’re in there. Three 
urns. They were in Paater’s basement just like you 
said.” 

Rob grinned even wider. “Good. Hey guys, 
come here.” 

Nate and Jack stepped out from behind a 
row of trees. Each wore an expression of dulled 
surprise. It was as if they expected Timothy to 
return empty-handed. 

“He made it back,” they said in unison. 

Timothy felt an uneasy feeling settling over 
him. He sensed something was wrong, very wrong. 
The fact that he didn’t really know Rob or Nate or 
jack very well suddenly struck him. 

Rob continued smiling as he bent down and 
picked up the bag at his feet. He reached into it and 
slid out one of the urns. His eyes lit up as he held 
the object up for all to see. 

“I’m home,” he announced. Nate and Jack 
strolled over to him, excitement on their faces. 
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“As we all are,” Jack replied. “As we all are 
finally.” 

Timothy took a step back. He knew he’d 
made a terrible mistake, and now all he wanted to 
do was get away. 

“You may just as well stop right there,” Rob 
said sternly. The warning in his tone was clearly 
evident. “There’s nowhere for you to hide...or 
anyone else on this miserable planet for that 
matter.” 

“Hey Rob,” Nate snorted. “Give me my 
ashes now. I’m sick of this shell.” 

Rob laughed. “Here ya go buddy, catch.” He 
tossed one of the urns to his friend. “Don’t let me 
hold ya up.” 

“Hey, give me mine too,” Jack added. 

Rob shook his head like a parent 
disciplining a toddler. “Patience my friend. 
Patience.” He then handed the third urn to him. 

Timothy stood frozen as he watched the 
three of them holding their urns up to their faces. 
Each then popped the lid on their containers and 
inhaled deeply. A faint grunting noise echoed into 
the containers as they were emptied of their 
contents. 

Rob lifted his head up out of the urn he was 
holding. Black soot smudged his nose and mouth. 

“You see Timothy, we crash landed on this 
foul planet decades ago. That old fool Paater 
captured us one night while he was practicing his 
magic in the woods behind his house. Before we 
knew it we were reduced to ashes and imprisoned in 
these containers.” He held up his urn. “The sheets 
were applied to restrain our essence, our will to be 
free so to speak. They held our remains in check, 
prohibiting our escape.” 
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Timothy was at a loss for words. His head 
ached, his legs felt weak, and his stomach felt sour. 
But most of all he felt cold. The temperature was 
falling steadily, and his heart skipped a beat when 
he saw the white mist of his breath before his face. 

How could it drop so much? And so quickly. 

“That’s right,” Rob said as if he could read 
Timothy’s mind. “It is growing colder. I suppose 
it’s a by-product of our biology. We somehow 
affect the surrounding landscape. When we first 
came here the result was called the Big Freeze. It’s 
been talked about ever since.” 

Timothy felt his head grow light. 

““What are you?” 

Rob smiled, the corners of his mouth curling 
up towards his ears, stretching further and further 
until it was so impossibly wide it almost looked 
comical. 

Almost. 

“T think we’ll like it here,”’ he mused as he 
looked around. “The heat will sustain us. It will 
help us thrive. You see Timothy, we’re the last of 
our kind. When we’re gone our race will be no 
more.” His expression grew dark. “But we won’t let 
that happen.” 

“But what about the things in the house?” 

“Those filthy things were created to guard 
us. Paater used his magic to make them.” He pulled 
back a sheath of flesh from one of his fingers. A 
razor-sharp talon sprung out. “But he had to restrain 
them as well, thus, the sheets.” 

Nate and Jack casually strolled up behind 
Rob. Each cradled their urns in their arms. Their 
eyes burned with feral hatred. 

“But how did you...” 


115 


“These bodies?” Rob interrupted. “Merely 
temporary vehicles, so to speak, that we borrowed 
from the unwilling former owners. And now that 
the remains of our true bodies are within living 
tissue we can regenerate.” 

Timothy stood there, mouth agape as the 
flesh from Rob, Nate and Jack simultaneously split 
open. Stubby black fingers pried open the slits 
further, followed by thick masses of writhing 
tendrils. They blindly grasped the air as a newborn 
baby would struggle for its first breaths. And it all 
happened so quickly Timothy hardly had time to 
react. 

The ethereal figure descended down from 
the sky, and planted itself firmly in front of the 
thing that had been Rob. It was semi-transparent 
and yet quite dense, gaseous and yet solid. 

Timothy stared at the apparition. He 
recognized it. He’d seen the face before, in the 
mansion, on the wall. The portrait of Paater. It was 
him! It was the ghost of William Paater! He was 
sure of it. 

The flowing garb he was wearing billowed 
out behind him. It seemed to have a will of its own 
as it silently drifted in and out of view. 

“You!” Rob snarled, a fierce expression of 
recognition on his ruined face. “You came back to 
stop us, but you won’t succeed you old fool. It’s too 
late. We are reborn.” 

A squirming mass of black tentacles shot out 
of Rob’s chest and viciously speared the ghost’s 
body. But it was like trying to catch air. The 
appendages simply fell to the round. 

“No! Nooo!” 

The flowing material that was draped over 
the ghost’s form then rose up behind it. With 
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lightening speed it expanded outwards, up and over 
the three transforming things that used to be 
humans, and with quick efficiency molded over the 
creatures like hot wax, contouring every angle, 
every bump, every feature exactly. 

The cries of rage quickly dissolved into 
guttural moans, and then silence. Gradually the 
ghost’s robes drew back. Only the three urns 
remained, clamped tightly closed, looking just as 
they did when Timothy had first found them. 

The ghost swung its tired gaze over at 
Timothy, a faint trace of a smile on its face as it 
nodded its head gently. And then it dissipated into 
thin air. 

Slumping to the ground Timothy couldn’t 
help but wonder what the things masquerading as 
humans really were. 

Aliens? Probably, but from where? And why 
were they so hostile? 

Eventually he decided that it didn’t really 
matter. After all, nobody would believe him 
anyway. There was virtually nothing left of Rob or 
Nate or Jack (just a faint residue of blackened dust) 
or the ghost of Paater. And so, after mustering up 
enough courage to return the urns to the mansion, 
he collapsed into his bed, aged prematurely for his 
foolish efforts, and undoubtedly harboring an 
altered perception of his life. But through it all he 
had proven, to himself if nothing else, that he was a 
man. 


Jenny set down the spoon she’d been using 
to stir the homemade vegetable soup she was 
making. She felt the urge to pour herself another 
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cup of coffee but decided against it. She’d already 
had three cups that day. 

In the corner of the kitchen, perched above 
an over-sized toaster oven, was a small television. 
She’d grown accustomed to having a news channel 
on while she made lunch or dinner, it kept her up to 
date on the world’s events. On the screen a pretty, 
dark-haired newswoman spewed out the top story. 

“Good afternoon. A strange fluctuation in 
the weather in Southeastern Michigan was reported 
over the weekend. Four people died as a result of 
the temperature, which plummeted from seventy- 
five degrees Fahrenheit to just below zero in a 
matter of minutes. The lowest recorded temperature 
was three below. All of the victims were homeless 
people unable to find sufficient shelter in time. 

However, oddly enough, the temperature 
then rose back up to seventy-one degrees Fahrenheit 
within a few hours. 

Officials are at a loss to explain the 
anomaly, and can only cite a similar occurrence in 
the state of Ohio several years ago known as the Big 
Freeze as reference. Whether or not these two 
unique situations are connected in any way is only a 
matter of speculation.” 
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CUPCAKES 


Faith brushed aside several loose strands of 
her auburn hair. She was frustrated with herself for 
not applying more hair spray before she left the 
house that morning. 

At times, she didn’t like being a girl. Boys 
had it so much easier. No time of the month, no 
having to put on makeup, no endless losing battles 
with their hair, or deciding which clothes to wear. 

The tapping on the door startled Faith from 
her thoughts. 

“Faith dear, are you almost done in there? 
We have a big order that just came in. I need you 
now.” 

Faith squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep 
breath. She reminded herself of her name and just 
why her parents had given it to her: because they 
knew she would be strong and never lose sight of 
her priorities no matter what the circumstances 
were. 

“Yes Mrs. Gladderton, I'll be right out.” 

“Good. And don’t forget to wash your 
hands.” 

Forgetting about her hair Faith straightened 
her uniform and exited the bathroom. 

Mrs. Gladderton was finishing up with a 
customer when Faith walked into the room. 

“Thank you, and come again.” 

Faith approached her boss. She noted how 
the rail-thin, conservatively-dressed woman was 
obviously agitated and nervous. Hopefully it wasn’t 
because of her. 

“Ahh Faith, good, you’re here.” Her eyes 
narrowed, giving her a slightly ominous look. “We 
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have a very special order that just came in. It’s for 
an order of cupcakes.” 

So what’s the big deal? People order 
cupcakes all the time. 

As I said, this is a special order. A very 
important one that must be filled without error or 
delay. Mr. Midnight will be here at eight o’clock 
sharp to pick it up.” 

Faith stifled a laugh. “Mr. Midnight? You 
have to be joking.” 

Mrs. Gladderton glared at her young 
employee, a hint of a smile sliding across her 
weathered face. 

“That’s just what I call him because he’s 
always dressed in black.” 

“Doesn’t he have a real name?” 

“Well of course he does dear, but let’s just 
say it’s better not to speak it.” 

Faith had only worked for Mrs. Gladderton 
for a short time but she had already learned not to 
question her authority. Her boss, although fair and 
honest, was also prone to bouts of anger the likes of 
which Faith had never seen before, and did her best 
to avoid. 

“We’ll finish here with these last few 
customers...” she gestured towards a young woman 
with a small child latched onto her side and a 
middle-aged man waiting to pick up a birthday cake 
for his grandson, “then we’ll close the shop and get 
started on the order.” 

Faith raised her eyebrows. “Close the 
shop?” 

“Yes of course. We need time to prepare the 
cupcakes. We have to mix the ingredients, make the 
frosting, decorate...” 
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Faith couldn’t help but notice that Mrs. 
Gladderton had grown pale. Her face took on an 
anxious, worried look and her hands jiggled at her 
sides nervously. 

“Mrs. Gladderton? Are you feeling okay?” 

“Why heavens yes dear. Anyway, as I was 
saying, we’ll close up the shop after these 
customers are gone.” She stopped and looked Faith 
in the yes. “You have to understand,” she 
continued, “we MUST have this order ready on 
time.” 

Faith studied her boss for a minute, trying to 
locate any sense in her words. There was something 
there, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. 

Worry? Of course, but why? 

Fear? Definitely, but what was there to be 
afraid of? 

Pity? Yes, that was it, pity. Mrs. Gladderton 
felt sorry for her for some reason. 


* * * 


Faith wiped her forehead with a flour- 
streaked hand. A wisp of the white powder clung to 
her nose. 


“Mrs. Gladderton, exactly how many 
cupcakes are we making?” 

“Don’t you worry about that dear. I'll tell 
you when to stop.” 

Faith rolled her eyes. She was getting tired, 
both of making cupcakes and of her boss. She 
glanced over at the stainless-steel oven in the corner 
of the room. A series of muffin tins, each holding a 
dozen cupcakes, were stacked one on top of the 
other in the machine. A smooth flow of sweet- 
smelling heat radiated out into the room. 
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“Faith?” 

Faith swung around to be confronted by 
Mrs. Gladderton. 

“Yes? I... Pll get started on a new batch 
right away. We’re running a little low on sugar 
and...” 

“No need my dear. The cakes already in the 
oven will be the last ones.” 

Faith felt so relieved. She glanced over at 
the puppy-dog clock hanging on the wall and was 
startled to see how the time had flown by. 

“That’s right Faith,” Mrs. Gladderton said 
quietly as if reading her young employee’s mind. 
“Nearly seven o’clock. Mr. Midnight should be here 
shortly.” 

“Should I get the orders ready?” 

Mrs. Gladderton smiled. It was a nervous 
grin, one of forced sincerity. 

“Yes, please do.” 

As Faith turned around she suddenly felt a 
sharp jab in the back of her neck. Instinctively she 
reached back and was shocked when she looked at 
her hand. 

Her fingers were smeared with blood. 

Mrs. 
Gladderton tilted her head to one side as if studying 
her victim. A large syringe dangled from her hand, 
a thick, clear liquid dripping from its tip. 
“Mrs. Gladderton I don’t understand. I...” 
And then Faith’s world went black. 


* * * 


When she came to the first thing Faith heard 
was a dripping sound. And it was coming from 
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below her. She blinked her eyes several times as she 
tried to orient herself. 

Mrs. Gladderton’s smiling face came into 
focus. 

But the face was upside down. 

“Well hello there sleepyhead. I’d thought 
you’d never wake up.” 

“W...what happened? Where am I?” It was 
then that Faith realized that it was she and not her 
boss who was upside down. She felt the painful 
pressure on her ankles as the ropes suspending her 
threaded into her skin. 

“I’m sorry dear, really Iam. But you must 
understand that this has to be done.” 

Faith was feeling weak. She found it 
increasingly difficult to remain conscious, let alone 
understand what her captor was saying. 

“Please, let me go. Please...” 

“Tt’ll all be over soon dear,” Mrs. 
Gladderton assured, her face a picture of worry. 
“Mr. Midnight will be here...oh dear! It’s nearly 
eight o’clock! We’ll have to hurry this up a bit.” 

Faith felt her body being squeezed and 
prodded; Mrs. Gladderton was quickening the 
draining of her blood. She knew all too well that 
Mr. Midnight would not tolerate his order being 
late; the consequences would be dire if it were. 

“There, that’s better,” she said with a smile. 
“Now we’re back on schedule.” 

Knowing her life was slipping away Faith 
lifted her head as much as she could. She wanted, 
she needed to see just where her precious blood was 
going. If nothing else it might at least allow her to 
leave the world knowing why. 

The muffin tins were laid out below, every 
four inches there was a depression filled with a 
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colorful cake. Some had sprinkles scattered across 
their tops, others sugar candy, and several were 
simply coated in different shades of frosting. A few 
were plain. And they all had a thin plastic tube 
inserted into their center. 

And the tube was filled with blood. Her 
blood. 

“That’s right dear,” Mrs. Gladderton’s soft 
voice echoed in the room. “He wants your blood. 
The blood of an innocent, or something like that. I 
never really bothered with all that religious stuff. 
Not really my cup of tea so to speak.” She leaned in 
close to Faith, her eyes reflecting a deep-seated 
regret. “But you must understand that I have to do 
this. If I don’t...” her voice trailed off into silence. 

The noise sliced through the room, startling 
Mrs. Gladderton and causing Faith to temporarily 
drift out of her death throes. 

“Oh my! He’s here!” 

A small brass bell jingled as the front door 
to the store was pushed open. A slender man 
dressed entirely in black stepped inside, a dull black 
cowl obscuring his face. Mrs. Gladderton scurried 
into the room. 

“Mr. Midnight. How good to see you.” 

“Dispense with the pleasantries,” the hooded 
figure snarled. “I am here for my order. I assume it 
is prepared.” The words were laced with threat. 

“Oh yes, of course it’s ready,” Mrs. 
Gladderton said nervously. 

“Good!” Mr. Midnight snapped as he began 
to tap cloven hooves on the white-tiled floor. “See 
to it that I am satisfied or Pll unleash my wrath 
upon this foul world.” 
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“Mrs. Gladderton cupped her hands to her 
face. “No, no Mr. Midnight. Your order is all set. 
I'll go get it right away.” 

“Make haste woman for I am hungry.” 

Faith was teetering on unconsciness when 
she heard her boss shuffle into the room. 

“L..letme go: T...” 

“Oh you shush now dear. You’re doing the 
world a great favor. You’re sacrificing yourself for 
mankind. Don’t you see? If he doesn’t get his order 
the world will end.” 

“Y...you’re crazy. You’re...” 

“I’m sorry you think so Faith, really I am, 
but that doesn’t change a thing.” 

She then proceeded to remove the tubes 
from Faith’s cooling body. Despite being pressed 
for time she took a moment to look at her latest 
victim, his latest victim. 

No matter how many sacrifices she did she 
never could get used to it. She was certain the girl 
had a family somewhere, people who loved her and 
cared about her, and even though Mr. Midnight 
made sure that no one remembered them (it was 
part of the bargain they’d made) it still clung to her 
conscience like a wet blanket. 

So young. So innocent. So helpless. She had 
liked Faith, much more than all the others, but it 
needed to be done. She shuddered to think about 
what would happen to mankind if she didn’t meet 
her end of the bargain. And thank goodness Mr. 
Midnight liked her cupcakes. 
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THE ABYSS OF NIGHT 


My name’s Tomey, Jason Tomey, and I’m 
your average thirty-something office slave. I have a 
beautiful wife, a nice Colonial home, and a 
somewhat small, but comfortable portfolio. 

Or at least I used to have all of that...before 
the night came. 

Although I would hesitate to call it night. 
Night brings with it an assurance of dawn. This is 
more like the ocean floor night: black and cold, 
swallowing every corner and angle. 

My house sits empty, as do the neighboring 
homes. The money, the job, the cars, it all means 
nothing now. The only thing that matters now are 
D-size batteries and my flashlight. I knew that the 
minute I saw Bev get taken by the darkness. 

Now it wasn’t something in the dark, but the 
darkness itself that seemed to grow arms to grab 
unsuspecting people and do God knows what with 
them. And all I know now is that my wife is gone, 
and as far as I can tell, I’m all alone in the world 
with two D batteries and a flashlight between me 
and this abyss of night. When the batteries die I 
tend to think I will too...the swirling, frigid void 
around me attests to that. 

Let me start at the beginning. 

About two days ago, when I left work, I 
phoned Bev that I was coming right home. I was 
tired, and looked forward to a nice meal, and maybe 
a movie to unwind to. She said she had spaghetti 
and meatballs ready, and told me about the truck 
acting up on her again. I mumbled something about 
not wanting to think about that now, and told her I 
would stop at the video store on my way home. 
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That night about seven-thirty, we lost power. 
I immediately retrieved some candles from the hall 
closet, and placed them around the kitchen and 
family room, lighting them as I went. They 
provided a comforting glow that gave the room a 
romantic feel. 

Bev always did say I was a hopeless 
romantic. 

But then the candles started going out. One 
after the other they extinguished themselves. I heard 
Bev scream, and turned just in time to catch a 
glimpse of a protruding arm (for lack of a better 
word) swatting at the flames. Bev rushed toward 
me, but was yanked violently backward, and into 
the darkness. I stood there, with my mouth open to 
the floor. I called out to her, but was met with only 
dead silence. 

And then I noticed the candles... all were 
out except for two. I realized that I must get the 
flashlight, and clicked it on just as the last 
remaining candle was snuffed out. 

The silence was deafening. 

My head began to swim, and my legs grew 
weak, but I did have my flashlight. The darkness 
couldn’t blow that out. Who would have guessed 
that two batteries would be worth more than all the 
treasures in the world? 

Anyway, this light kept me alive, and I 
carefully snaked my way down to my garage. Both 
vehicles sat side by side like two beached whales. I 
tried to start them, but they were completely dead, 
which didn’t really surprise me. 

My senses started to leave me then; a part of 
me unable to cope with the bizarre, demented 
nightmare that had revealed itself. 
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I journeyed out of my garage and into the 
street. The darkness all around me scratched and bit 
at my arms and back, but could not get to me, the 
flashlight kept it at bay. 

My thoughts were interrupted by other 
voices. They seemed to be crying out for help. I 
returned their cries, but they were silenced quickly 
before they could answer me. I stumbled blindly 
down my street (at least I think it was still my 
street), and eventually had to rest on a curb. 
Looking up, it suddenly occurred to me that even 
the moon and stars had vanished; sucked into this 
black nightmare along with the Earth and its 
inhabitants. There was nothing more I could do, so I 
sat there in front of someone else’s house, 
contemplating suicide. 

I wonder if Aunt Emily made it. Probably 
not. She never did prepare for things. Must be down 
to about ten degrees by now...or maybe that’s 
Celsius. Never did get that Celsius thing. I mean, 
why not make everything Fahrenheit? Would only 
make it easier. 

She’s got eyes of the bluest skies... 

God, can’t get that song out of my head. 
Bluest skies. To only see blue sky again. 

Oh crap! I think the batteries are going! 
There, that’s better. Now, where was I...oh yeah, 
songs. Hmmm, no more music now. Come to think 
of it, no more musicians. They couldn’t plug their 
equipment in anyway; no more power. Although, 
they could use batteries, but I wouldn’t recommend 
it, need em’ to live. 

Course what’s to live for? A child locked in 
a closet; a worker trapped in a mineshaft; a blind 
man in a blind world. 
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I imagine one could get used to it though, if 
only it weren’t for the inevitable death that waits in 
the darkness. I can feel them. Can’t hear them, can’t 
smell them, but believe me, I can feel them. 

At least all the jerks in the world are gone. 
The murderers, rapists, terrorists, thieves. No more 
tax dollars supporting their butts. In fact, no more 
taxpayers at all! 

Well, at least I don’t have to go to work 
tomorrow. That’ll show em. Jason Alexander 
Tomey quits! No more claustrophobic cubicle 
exactly like the ones all around me. 

I wonder what time it is? Suppose it doesn’t 
matter. 

Found a couple more batteries a while ago, 
but how can I switch them? 

Darkness will get me first. Mr. President, we need 
help. Oops, I forgot, I didn’t vote for him. 

Every now and then one of them scrapes me. 
Feels like talons; like razor blades on silk. Cold too. 
Very cold. They want to drag me into the darkness, 
I just know it. Like they did to my Bev... my 
beautiful Bev. 

She’s got eyes of the bluest skies... 

I miss Bev so much... and Mom and Dad, 
and Monday Night Football, and pork chops, and 
Monday Night Football, and Guns-n-Roses, and 
Monday Night Football. 

Oh man! The batteries are dimming again. 
This time I think they’re going. 

Well, seems like mankind won’t make it 
after all. Probably within a day or two, I’d imagine. 
Forty-eight hours to extinguish thousands of years 
of civilization. 

She’s got eyes of the... 
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THE PATIENCE FACTOR 


Everett Stones was a patient man. He wore 
the virtue like a coat, immersing himself in it, using 
it as a tool to deal with life’s unexpected and 
inevitable twists and turns. Whenever something 
would come his way, such as an illness or a car 
repair, he would simply deal with it in his own 
sweet time, allowing his patience to steer him 
through it. 

Now he would be the first one to admit that 
his life was basically unscathed by any real tragedy. 
He’d never lost a loved one and his health for the 
most part remained stable despite a few maladies 
such as migraine headaches and minor back pain 
from time to time. But he always felt his patience 
was what would pull him through. His philosophy 
was to let time itself heal all wounds, whether they 
were physical or mental. 

His successful book detailed many different 
forms of patience that he had developed over his 
life, each carefully tailored to specific situations that 
one might encounter. 

Most psychiatrists and other professionals in 
the field dismissed him as a quack whose theories 
were only based on such practices as meditation, or 
even religion. 

But the book sold well nonetheless. So well 
in fact that he could afford to retire early and live in 
relative comfort for the rest of his life. 

If he actually believed in The Patience 
Factor, which was the title of his book, he himself 
sometimes doubted it. But such doubts would 
always be suppressed by referring to chapter nine: 
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Accessing Diminishing Beliefs in one’s Beliefs. 


His ego sometimes swelled beyond the 
boundaries of what most people would consider 
normal or even acceptable but he did not care. It 
deserved to roam as it wished, unhindered by other 
people’s perceptions. He, Everett Stones, had 
applied the patience factor to his life and ascended 
above all complications. He had conquered all of 
the difficulties that were slated to come his way and 
he had done it with his own methods. No amount of 
money or success could compare to finding a true 
path by one’s own means. The Patience Factor had 
worked for him and that was his true reward. 

For the most part, he believed it had worked 
somewhat well for other people as well. He 
received numerous accolades regarding his work 
and he felt confident that he had helped many 
people. Perhaps not to the degree that he had 
himself but many people nonetheless. 

So now here he was, Everett Stones, 
acclaimed author of The Patience Factor, sitting in 
his wheelchair covered with layers of wool blankets 
to keep Patience pneumonia at bay as the trees 
outside his library window swayed back and forth in 
the cold January air. They seemed to be beckoning 
him to his eternal rest. He knew fully that he didn’t 
have much time on Earth left. His one hundred and 
second birthday was only four days away and his 
body was slowly beginning to succumb to old age. 

But it didn’t bother him, however. He was 
already a living example of his book. A shining 
advertisement for the effectiveness of his work. 
Very few people lived to be one-hundred and one 
and he had managed it due to his theories in the art 
of patience. 
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This fact had caused a surge in the 
popularity of his book. Fifty-seven years after it was 
first published it was still selling millions of copies 
and he had found himself to have become 
something of an icon. 

The knowledge of this soothed his mind and 
relieved the aches and pains of age. He pulled the 
blankets up to his chin and gazed out at the grey 
scenery. His aged but still sharp mind jumped back 
to a young man he remembered from almost fifty 
years earlier. His name was Richard and he was a 
very emotional person prone to acting rashly. 
Everett recalled when he first met Richard; it was at 
a book signing. Richard had told him how he had 
lost the love of his life. How his beloved bride-to-be 
had cancelled the wedding a week before it was 
scheduled to take place. How he had utilized the 
methods in The Patience Factor and how his fiancé 
had committed suicide when she had not heard from 
him in weeks. 

Tears welled in Everett’s eyes. Richard, 
stricken with unbearable grief, also had said that he 
had learned one thing from The Patience Factor... 
infinite patience, for better or for worse. 
Unfortunately in his case, it was for the worse. 

The next day, Richard was dead from a self- 
inflicted gunshot wound to the head. 

Everett felt bad, even somewhat responsible, 
but he quickly got over it. Chapter four of The 
Patience Factor helped him immensely. 

He felt a sharp pain in his chest that radiated 
into his left arm, increasing in severity rapidly. His 
head grew light and breathing became very difficult. 
It felt like his chest was locked in a vice with 
death’s bony hand turning the rod. 
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The realization that he was dying settled on 
him like a cold, wet blanket. He struggled to 
maintain his composure, to assure that he would be 
found in a dignified manner befitting an icon such 
as himself. 

Then just as the remaining breaths left to 
him were dwindling to nothing, a vision manifested 
itself in the window. A weak smile formed on his 
face. 

“An angel,” he croaked. “An angel has come 
for me.” 

“Yes, I have come for you Everett,” it said 
softly. “Although I am no angel. Nor do I come 
from where angels do...suicides are damned.” 

It was Richard! The young man who had 
lost his fiancé all those years ago. 

The figure quickly grew in size, blotting out 
the January sky with its dark form. 

“T have waited nearly fifty years for you,” it 
said in an eager tone. “I do not think I could have 
done it were it not for your book.” 
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MAN CAVE 


Scotty took a step back and gazed at his 
creation. It was his own personal space, off- limits 
to everyone, including his wife Janine- especially 
his wife. He had the only key, the only means of 
entry. He would populate his space with items from 
his youth (meaningless to other people but treasures 
to him). Books, cassette tapes, his drawings. Each 
and every time he entered he wanted to experience a 
part of his life, past or present, and in certain cases, 
future. His upcoming endeavors would be housed 
there for all to see, or perhaps for none to see. He 
frankly didn’t care which. 

He took in the sights: built-in mahogany 
book shelves lined with numerous paperback 
novels, reference books, and periodicals; his 
Silvertone acoustic guitar perched majestically on 
its stainless-steel stand; his enormous, if outdated 
collection of vinyl records and cassette tapes 
(sometimes he just refused to update certain things); 
his personal computer; and various odds and ends, 
each with its own special place, each with its own 
history. 

And at the center of the far wall, dangling 
from a near-transparent length of twine, was a slab 
of beveled wood with the name of his place carved 
into its fagade: Man Cave 

The space was all his. He felt complete 
when he was in it. All the trials and tribulations of 
everyday life, even he small, inconsequential ones, 
couldn’t touch him when he was in his man cave. 
Car repairs, dealing with his jerk boss (Mr. Tagert) 
at the factory, being at the factory with its 
monotonous droning of machinery and oil-slicked 
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floors, even feeling sick or tired. None of it 
mattered when the comforting walls of his man cave 
enclosed him within their welcoming embrace. 

And he would welcome them right back. 

Scotty found himself retreating to his man 
cave more and more as time went by. His wife grew 
resentful of his frequent seclusion, using it as a 
springboard to launch numerous arguments against 
her husband, laden with threats and warnings. 

“You never listen to me; you never take me 
out anymore; I want a new car; the lawn needs 
mowing.” 

But he found it difficult to deal with life’s 
everyday requirements. Of course he’d get up every 
morning and go to work, fill the car with gas, and 
mail out the bills, but more and more even those 
staple functions of an everyday Joe such as himself 
seemed to fade into irreverence. Little by little, day 
after day, the only thing that offered peace of mind 
was his man cave. 

The sudden noise interrupted Scotty’s train 
of thought. It came from upstairs, swiftly cutting 
through the peaceful solitude, which until then had 
only been tainted by the constant humming of the 
second refrigerator in the laundry room. It was 
another thing that Janine had insisted on having. 

Scotty froze where he stood, focusing 
intently on the origin of the noise, listening closely 
for any further sounds. His mind swam with 
possibilities, most of which were frightening, and 
all were rooted in the disturbing fact that he was the 
only one home. Janine was working late; she had 
called him only an hour earlier from the woman’s 
clinic where she was a medical assistant. 
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“Janine?” Scotty called out even though he 
knew his wife wasn’t home. “Is...is that you 
honey?” 

Predictably, no answer. 

Taking a few reluctant steps forward Scotty 
entertained the notion that a burglar might be in the 
house. But he dismissed the idea because he knew 
all the doors and windows were locked (one of his 
idiosyncrasies), and the chance that someone could 
have slipped into the house without him noticing 
was slim at best. 

Scotty glanced around the basement for 
something that would serve as a weapon; his eyes 
immediately focused on a set of stainless-steel 
knives. Janine was going to store them in the 
laundry room; she’d bought a brand new set. 

Slipping the largest blade from its slot 
Scotty turned to face the staircase. The knife 
instilled a bit of courage in him but only a small 
amount. And even that quickly vanished when he 
heard the sounds. 

They were different from the other ones. 
They were more pronounced, deeper, messier. It 
sounded as if someone...something was crawling 
down the stairs. And whatever it was it moved 
slowly, but deliberately, causing the steps to creak 
beneath its bulk. A slight but definitive groan 
punctuated each movement. 

Scotty started to panic. His blood pressure 
shot through the roof; he began to sweat; his heart 
felt like it would burst out of his chest. 

What was he going to do? His cell phone 
was upstairs, as was the front door. He had no way 
to call for help or escape. Slowly, his only option 
settled over him like a cold winter day: he’d have to 
defend himself. 
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The thing on the stairs was getting closer 
and closer. It repeatedly bumped into the walls, 
creating wet scraping sounds as it moved. With 
each passing second it let its presence be known 
more and more. 

And then Scotty heard it. It was barely 
audible but there nonetheless. It sounded like a... 

a car’s engine. And it was sputtering as if 
badly in need of a tune up. 

The impossibility of what he was hearing 
latched onto Scotty’s mind, taking root there, 
refusing to be denied. He shook his head, trying to 
clear his mind. 

Was he imagining it? 

No, it was there, a misfiring engine moaning 
along as it tried to avoid stalling. And in the middle 
of a growing cacophony of other noises, each and 
every one vying for prominence: a small explosion, 
akin to fireworks; heavy machinery clanking along, 
accented by pressurized air escaping from exhaust 
tubes; a person coughing and sneezing in a vain 
attempt to clear their sinuses; and probably the most 
puzzling one of all: Mr. Tagert’s voice, guttural and 
distorted but there nonetheless. It was spewing out 
instructions about being punctual and the proper 
way to run a press machine. 

Scotty edged forward slightly. Numerous 
other sounds were ringing in his ears by then: a 
woman’s voice (Janine’s?) arguing about bills and 
spending time together; car horns blaring as if 
impatient drivers were stuck in traffic; a gusty wind 
howling, announcing an upcoming tempest of 
blustery, cold weather. 

These sounds and more swirled around in 
the unnatural chorus of the seething monstrosity 
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approaching the basement. Approaching where 
Scotty stood. 

Suddenly a mere kitchen knife seemed 
useless. Sharpened stainless steel would obviously 
be no match for whatever nightmare was making its 
way down the staircase. So Scotty reluctantly 
dropped the blade, the soft thud as it hit the carpet 
further straining his already weakened resolve. 

Scotty backed away from the approaching 
thing on the stairs, slowly at first, then more 
hurried, almost frenzied. He nearly tripped over his 
own feet in his attempt to escape. 

But escape to where? How would anywhere 
in his basement possibly be able to offer any type of 
safety? 

Suddenly all he could think of was Janine. 
How he would miss her; how she would cope 
without him around; just how she would deal with 
her husband dying in such a strange and frightening 
way. 

With each step he took Scotty felt his 
impending fate descend on him. The thing was 
nearing the bottom of the stairs, and although 
apparently taking its time (perhaps to prolong its 
victim’s suffering?) it would undoubtedly reach him 
very soon. 

And then it hit him. 

His man cave! 

Maybe, just maybe he would be safe there. It 
had been a sanctuary for him in the past, a secure 
location where he could gather his thoughts and flee 
from his worries, so maybe he would be safe there. 
And besides, he didn’t have much of a choice. And 
so without a second’s hesitation Scotty turned and 
literally flung himself into his man cave. 

And then the lights went out. 
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And then the smell wafted into the darkness 
of the basement. 

And then Scotty heard something that 
instilled a brief flicker of hope into his otherwise 
hopeless situation: Janine voice. 

“Scotty? Are you down here?” 

Before he could help himself Scotty blurted 
out a response. 

“Janine! Thank God! I’m in my man cave!” 

“Why do you have the lights off?” 

“Please, just turn them on!” 

The click of the light switch flooded the 
basement with light. Scotty peered out of the 
doorway, his eyes painfully adjusting to the 
fluorescent glow from the lights. 

Janine sauntered over, a look of confusion 
and irritation on her pretty face. 

“Why on Earth are you doing down here in 
the dark?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. 

Scotty breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad 
to see you honey. Did you see...I mean, did you 
notice anything when you came home?” 

Janine looked at her husband sternly With 
hands on hips she replied, “I honestly don’t know 
what you’re...” 

The phone ringing upstairs interrupted her. 
She glanced over her shoulder at the sound, her face 
growing pale when the answering machine clicked 
on. 

“Hi honey, it’s just me. I don’t know why 
you're not answering but I just wanted to let you 
know that I'll be home a little late. Dr. McKarn had 
to go to the hospital on call so Dr. Teneas is 
covering for her. Which means I won’t be home for 
dinner. Ill call later when we’re done here. Love 
you.” 
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Scotty felt his blood freeze in his veins. 
Slowly, he looked at the person standing in his 
basement. Its eyes were solid black. 

“Eventually you'll have to leave your, as 
you call it, your man cave. Inevitably life’s 
problems will catch up with you. You can’t hide 
from your problems, from life’s problems forever.” 

The thing masquerading as Janine smiled 
then, a grin so devilish it sucked the warmth right 
out of the room. 

Scotty cringed further into his room. 
Apparently, he ignored the difficulties life had 
thrown at him one time too many, and now it...they 
wanted to be addressed. 

Suddenly his possessions in his man cave, 
all the things he’d grown to love over the years, the 
things that in many ways defined him, now seemed 
cold and distant, like unfamiliar objects one would 
pass by in a department store window. They had 
somehow abandoned him, thrown him to the dogs, 
or more appropriately, to the thing standing in his 
basement. 

“Tf you survive depends on you and you 
alone,” the Janine thing said calmly. “How you will 
deal with your own problems, with your own stress, 
is entirely up to you.” Its black eye narrowed 
considerably, becoming thin slits but losing none of 
their potency. “But remember, the next time your 
boss yells at you, or your car breaks down, or you 
receive a high utility bill, P’ll...we’ll be there, 
watching and waiting. Life is full of difficulties, 
both real and imagined, and it directs me to hand 
out consequences for those reacting to those 
problems.” 

Scotty huddled in the far corner of his man 
cave, wedging himself in tightly between his 
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keyboard stand and a stack of books he had yet to 
file. He wanted to block out the thing’s words, but 
he felt helpless to do so; he was a prisoner in his 
own house. 

The Janine thing sauntered over to the man 
cave entrance. It paused there briefly, its black eyes 
roaming over the space and its contents before 
locking in on the lone occupant. 

“Tt’s really quite simple,” it mused in a tone 
laced with threat. “It basically boils down to how a 
person deals with stress.” Its face tightened into a 
scheming visage. Curved fangs slid out of the 
comers of its mouth. “Or,” it added, “in your 
particular case how stress deals with the person.” 


142 


THANKS FOR 
VISITING 


Rick 


